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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
WRITERS’ CLUB: THE EFFECT OF EXTRA WRITING ON FOURTH-GRADE,
HISPANIC STUDENTS’ WRITING, AND THEIR ATTITUDE TOWARDS WRITING
by
Helen Felicity Angela Barnes
Florida International University, 2015
Miami, Florida
Professor Joyce C. Fine, Major Professor

Nationally, as well as at state and local level, 75% of students in Grades 4, 8 and
12 have been determined to be writing at the basic or below basic level. In 2012, the
standards were made more stringent for the incorporation of details and adherence to
customary English conventions. After that, students’ writing scores plummeted.
Hispanic students scored more poorly than their White counterparts. Earlier studies
indicated that students’ attitude towards writing becomes less positive as they progress
through the grades. The purpose of the study was to examine the effect of extra writing
on 60 fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing, and their attitude towards writing through
participation in a Writers’ Club versus an At Home Writing Group or a group with no
extra writing.

The study followed a quasi-experimental, pretest-posttest, non-equivalent group
design. The groups were the Writers” Club (n = 22), the At Home Writing Group (n= 18
and no extra writing (n = 20). All students received regular writing instruction and
homework. The Writers” Club met 24 times for 30 minutes each meeting, over an

8-week period. Pretest and posttest writing samples were evaluated using Spandel’s
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Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and attitude towards writing was evaluated using Kear,
Coffman, McKenna, and Ambrosio’s Writing Attitude Survey.

A univariate analysis of covariate was conducted on the pretest and posttest
writing samples and responses to the Writing Attitude Survey protocol. The independent
variable was group membership, the dependent variable was the posttest scores and the
covariate was the pretest scores. The writing samples were examined for three
conditions: incorporation of details (ideas), adherence to the conventions of customary
English and overall writing skill.

The results of the current study showed no significant difference in fourth-grade,
Hispanic students’ writing or their attitude towards writing based on group membership.
The conclusions of the study are that the results were potentially compromised by a
variety of limitations and that it may have been conducted over too short a period for
positive effects to be seen. The conclusion is that further research is warranted with

adjustments to the setting and the timeframe.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In 2002, the College Board instituted the National Commission on Writing
(NCW) to spotlight the importance of writing in school, college and career. One of the
goals of the commission was to keep writing in the public eye. Since then, the need to
write proficiently has become even more important and requires multiple modes, means,
genres, and registers (Partnership for 21% Century Skills, 2011). The newly instituted
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) identified writing as an essential skill and made it
a priority for schools (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council
of Chief State School Officers, 2010).

Background of the Problem
The Importance of Writing

Studies conducted of both business communities and government agencies have
indicated the importance of writing skills (Beaufort, 2008; Conboy, 2008; Tiersma,
2008). Writing has become an essential criterion for a professional career and is also
vital to clerical and support workers (National Commission on Writing, 2005). At the
inception of a job application, a poorly written resume, curriculum vitae or application
letter is likely to severely impede the applicant’s chances of employment (National
Commission on Writing, 2005; Graham, Harris, & Olinghouse, 2007). College and
career writing are often discipline specific. For instance, the way in that historians,

engineers, lawyers or scientists write differs (Beaufort, 2008).



To be successful in college or higher education, strong writing skills are essential
(Graham, Harris, & Hebert, 2011; Peha, n.d.), especially the ability to read and write
expository text (Montelongo & Hernandez, 2007). College level writing requires a
command of academic language, the ability to structure a paper appropriately, focus on a
point, and demonstrate awareness of the intended audience (Bezbatchenko, n.d.). College
level activities may include writing summaries of a reading, using writing to react to a
reading and, frequently, using writing to analyze a reading, to state a thesis and to present
an argument. At the college level, writing is used as the prime means to evaluate the
internalization of content (Peha, n.d.). Williams and McEnerney (n.d.) noted that the role
of writing at the college level is different from that of the role of writing at the secondary
school level.

Newell (2006) argued that at the secondary school level, students are writing both
to learn and to be evaluated. Much of the writing done at the secondary school level
requires only minimal composing. However, the benefit of essay writing is that it “makes
more demands on the writer than does answering study questions or fill in the blank
exercises” (Newell, 2006, p. 238). He also argued that students at the secondary level
need to be more proficient at writing across the curriculum following a variety of styles
or text types, and employing a number of genres (Newell, 2006).

Writing is probably the most direct, simplest and most effective (both in terms of
cost and time) method for students to demonstrate the internalization of content area
material (Graham, Harris & Olinghouse, 2007; Peha, n.d.). Not only is writing a
significant means for evaluating learning, learning takes place as the result of writing

(Harrison, 1983; Langer & Applebee, 1987; Newell, 2006). It is through writing that



understanding grows and is clarified (Bazerman et al., 2005; Newell, 2006); thus, writing
is an upward spiral of growth in learning and, as such, it is a lifelong pursuit.

Strong writing skills support success in secondary school, college, and career.
These writing skills need to build on a secure foundation that is constructed at the
elementary level, where writing skills become gradually more complex and sophisticated
(National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School
Officers, 2010). Students naturally communicate by writing. They learn to write as they
learn to read; writing may even precede reading (Graves, 1994; Tompkins, 2008). The
youngest students believe in themselves as writers and enter school ready and willing to
write (Graves, 1983). However, as students advance through the grades, their attitude
towards writing gradually becomes less positive (Kear, Coffman, McKenna, &
Ambrosio, 2000; Knudsen, 1991, 1992, 1993), even in the lower grades writing may be
regarded as a school chore (McCarry & Greenwood, 2009). Taking advantage of
students’ initially positive stance and supporting and strengthening it is essential if the
needs of students in the 21% Century are to be met.
Levelsof Writing Proficiency

The recently instituted Common Core State Standards introduced more rigorous
standards for writing, making it a priority for schools, teachers and students (National
Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council of Chief State School Officers,
2010).

In 2011, the writing skills of students in Grades 8 and 12 were assessed,
nationally. Students in Grade 4 were assessed in 1998 and 2002. The National

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEPD), in The Nation's Report Card - Writing



2011, identified “about one-quarter of students perform at the Proficient level in writing”.
“The NAEP Proficient level represents solid academic performance for each grade
assessed. Students performing at this level have clearly demonstrated the ability to
accomplish the communicative purpose for writing” (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2012b, p.1, italics in original). Approximately 75% of students performed at a
basic or below basic level. The NAEP basic level denoted “partial mastery of the
prerequisite knowledge and skills that are fundamental for proficient work at each grade”
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2012b, p.2). Achievement levels have
remained static, or close to static, for 17 years. This national research demonstrates the
critical nature of this problem and the need for a change in practice.

At the state level, in Florida, the research mirrors the problem encountered at the
national level. However, the assessment of students’ writing skills, in Florida, is
complicated because there have been many changes in the standards for writing and in
the methods of assessment.

In 2000, the name of the writing portion of the Florida Comprehensive
Assessment Test (FCAT) was changed to FCAT Writing. Students, in a single, 45
minute, session, were required to respond to an assigned topic. In 2006, a multiple
choice section was added to the assessment, and it was renamed FCAT Writing+. The
test was administered in two sessions and the scores were combined to result in the
student’s achievement score. In 2009, the multiple choice portion was discontinued, and
the name of the test reverted to FCAT Writing. Up to this point, the students’ writing
was evaluated by two raters and half the students responded to one type of prompt

(narrative or expository at fourth grade) and other half responded to the alternative type.



In 2010 and 2011, only one rater was used to assess the writing samples, that precluded
half points resulting when the two raters’ points were combined and divided; all the
students in a given grade level were asked to respond to the same type of prompt. In
2010 and 2011, the prompts were narrative and expository respectively. The writing
samples were scored on a continuum from 1 to 6, with 1 being the lowest and 6 being the
highest. From 2001 to 2011, there had been a steady improvement in the number of
fourth-grade students achieving a score of 4 or above, statewide. In 2001, 40% of
students achieved at this level. By 2011, that score was achieved by 81% of students.
Care must be taken when including the scores for 2010 and 2011 (FDOE, 2005-2013c),
owing to the turmoil that resulted from the grading of the essays and the type of prompt.
Nevertheless, a steady trend of improvement in the numbers of fourth-grade students
achieving an average score of 4 statewide was evident. In 2012, that average score
plummeted to 3.25 for fourth-grade students (Geisinger, Romjild, & Chin, 2012), with
only 26% of students achieving a score of 4 or above.

The Buros Center for Testing was commissioned to examine what prompted the
dramatic drop in scores for 2012. They discounted the possibility that the essay prompt
was more difficult than previous prompts and that student writing skills declined from
one year to the next. The other hypotheses were that the more rigorous standards affected
the scores and that the “anchor, training and validity papers were assigned scores that
were somewhat lower than what they would have been under the previous writing
standards, and the operational scoring of the student essays duplicated this more stringent
essay scoring” (Geisinger et al., 2012, p. 15). Geisinger et al. (2012) were prepared to

make an “educated guess” (p.16) as to why the scores dropped so dramatically. They



suggested that the scorers implemented appropriate scoring based on the changed criteria
and that the standard of student writing did not change but, owing to the more stringent
requirements, the students achieved lower scores. The more rigorous requirements
demanded the inclusion of more and better details (ideas) and compliance with the
conventions of customary English. For the purpose of this study, the aspects of
conventions of customary English focused on were the inclusion of appropriate
capitalization and sentence endings; together with the use of commas, apostrophes and
quotation marks. The use of transitional phrases and paragraphing were also addressed as
part of the adherence to conventions of customary English. Geisinger et al. (2012) stated
that, “only time will tell if instruction improves student performance across the state, but
there is evidence in the literature that higher standards do lead to higher performance” (p.
17). This is, students may reach higher standards if they receive instruction in the areas
included in the more stringent standards, conventions and the incorporation of details
(ideas).

In 2013, there were more changes to the Florida writing assessment procedures.
There was another name change; to FCAT 2.0 Writing. The time allocation was increased
from 45 minutes to 60 minutes. Unlike 2010, 2011 and 2012 when students responded to
a single prompt, fourth-grade students were asked to respond to a narrative, expository or
persuasive prompt. The more stringent 2012 standards remained in place. Each student
paper was graded by two raters. Of fourth-grade students, 37% achieved a score of 4 or
above (FDOE, 2005-2013c). Although these scores appear to be considerably better than
those for 2012, the increased time allocation cannot be discounted. With more time, the

inclusion of more detail was possible, and there was more time for editing to improve



conventions of writing. Further research is needed to investigate interventions to improve
students’ skills regarding conventions and the incorporation of details (ideas), if their
writing is to achieve the level required by the more rigorous standards.

At a local level, students’ scores within the Miami-Dade Public School District
closely reflect those of both the nation and the state. In 2013, with an increase of 33% in
the time allocated, a score of 4 or above was achieved by 37% of students.

Hispanic Students Writing

Up to this point, scores have been reported for all students. The following is a
breakdown of those scores taken from the Florida Department of Education (2005-2013b)
website to examine the differences that exist between the scores of White and Hispanic
students within the Miami-Dade Public School District. In 2011, prior to the dramatic
drop in scores, the overall percentage of students achieving a score of 4 or above was
80%. Broken down, 87% of White students and 80% of Hispanic students achieved a
writing score of 4 or above. In 2012, when the more stringent standards were introduced,
the overall percentage of students achieving a score of 4 or above fell precipitously to
26%. Broken down, 40% of White students and 27% of Hispanic students achieved a
writing score of 4 or above. In 2013, the overall percentage of students achieving a score
of 4 or above was 37%. Broken down, 52% of White students and 38% of Hispanic
students achieved a writing score of 4 or above. Within the Miami-Dade Public School
District, there is a considerable disparity between the scores of White students and their
Hispanic counterparts, indicating a gap in student achievement in writing along

racial/ethnic lines. The difference suggests the need for quality instruction is greater for



Hispanic students than it is for White students. Thus conducting the research within the
Hispanic community is justified.
Attitude towards Writing

One of the factors affecting writing performance is the attitude towards writing
(Williams, 2012). In addition to examining the effect of participation in Writer’s Club on
fourth-grade Hispanic students’ writing achievement, this study examined the effect on
students’ attitude towards writing. Attitude towards writing is based on two perspectives.
The first is the premise that those students with a positive attitude are more likely to
choose to write and to spend time writing (Graham, Berninger & Fan, 2007). The second
perspective is that students’ experiences when engaging with writing influenced their
development of positive or negative attitudes towards writing (Kear et al., 2000). In
addition to these two perspectives, there have been studies that have found that students’
attitude towards writing becomes less positive as they progress through the grades
(Knudsen, 1991, 1992, 1993). Despite searches in the following databases ERIC,
ProQuest dissertations & theses, Latin-American Newsstand, and PsychINFO, no
relevant articles were found relating to Hispanic/ Latino fourth-grade students’ attitude to
writing using keywords: fourth-grade, Hispanic, Latino, writing, and attitude, in a variety
of combinations. Assessing the students’ attitude before participating in the Writers’
Club provided data regarding the attitude the students held towards writing and
potentially their willingness to participate in writing activities. Conducting the
assessment of their attitudes towards writing after participation provided data related to

the effect on writing attitudes of engaging in extra writing activities.



Being knowledgeable about students’ attitude concerning writing has the potential
to benefit writing instructional practices (Kear et al., 2000). Students’ positive attitude
towards writing becomes less positive as they progress through the grades (Kear et al.,
2000, Knudsen, 1991, 1992, 1993). Barnard (2002) found that relinquishing the teacher-
centered model of instruction in favor of a writing workshop resulted in greater
enjoyment of writing, together with the benefit of feedback from multiple sources. He
reported that participation in the writing workshop built on students’ sociocentricity and,
with its reduced focus on teacher-centeredness, encouraged a more positive attitude
towards writing. These data about enhancing the understanding of ways to maintain or
improve positive attitudes within a writing workshop is valuable because it supports the
concept of conducting a Writers’ Club, incorporating a somewhat casual, more social
setting, with a guide to provide support.

The Social Nature of L earning

Humans are essentially social beings interacting with one another within the
structure of relationships (Schultz & Fecho, 2000). Learning is social in nature, it occurs
within the context of an environment where scaffolding by a more experienced other and
collaboration with peers takes place and is dependent upon interaction (Vygotsky, 1978).
Students at fourth-grade (9-10 years old) are social beings. They are no longer the
egocentric beings they were previously, and their peers are influential in their thinking
and growth (Elsenbroich & Gilbert, 2014). Engaging in writing under the aegis of a club
builds on students’ natural belief in themselves as writers (Graves, 1983) and plugs into
their burgeoning social development. Participation in a club, by its very nature,

incorporates close interaction between members (Poleck, 2010).



The current study adopted the concept of “club” capitalizing on students’
sociocentricity and made the creation of text, or writing, the central element. Kong and
Fitch (2002) found that though students were somewhat resistant to participating in a
book club at the outset they grew to enjoy it and became “experts” (Kong & Fitch, 2002,
p. 353) at conducting literary conversations. Kong and Fitch (2002) posited that there
was the potential that students may be somewhat resistant to the writers’ club initially.
However, as they engaged in activities related to developing their writing skills and
became more comfortable expressing themselves in this register they were likely to enjoy
the experience.

Participation in the Writers” Club had the potential to facilitate fourth-grade
students’ participation in writing activities and encourage positive attitudes towards
writing. Providing a setting with a club-like atmosphere removed writing from the more
formal setting of the classroom. In the more relaxed atmosphere of a club, with the
provision of positive experiences with writing, students’ writing skills and attitude
towards writing had the potential to be bolstered.

Interventions

According to Graham and Perin’s (2007) meta-analysis of the writing intervention
literature, a number of interventions to improve students’ writing have been
implemented. They identified 11 interventions with averaged effect sizes ranging from
0.82 to -0.32. These interventions included strategy instruction, summarization, peer
assistance, setting product goals, word processing and sentence combining, all of which
had averaged effect sizes of 0.5 and above. The other interventions had lower effect

sizes. Grammar instruction was the only intervention to have a negative effect size. One
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intervention that Graham & Perin (2007) addressed was extra writing. However, their
conclusions regarding this oft recommended strategy was that they could not draw any
reliable or meaningful conclusions because of the “small number of [reported] effect
sizes and the diversity of procedures for providing extra writing, and variety in control
conditions” (Graham & Perin, 2007, p. 464). To improve students’ writing skills,
increasing the amount of writing students do was a prime recommendation of the
National Commission on Writing, 2003.

Providing extra writing through participation in a Writers’ Club or an At Home
Writing Group offered the opportunity to examine the effect of extra writing under two
conditions. The first in a social setting with the support of an experienced other, in the
form of the researcher, the second in an at home setting. The Writers’ Club setting built
upon students’ predisposition to be social and The At Home Writers’ Group enmeshed
writing in the home environment. The Writers’ Club had the potential to be a promising
setting to provide writing instruction, building on students’ sociocentricity. Incorporating
book clubs as an intervention has been effective in improving reading skills (Raphael,
2001; Raphael, Florio-Ruane, & George, 2001; Raphael & McMahon, 1994).
Participation in a writers’ club, as an intervention, has been minimally addressed.

McCarry & Greenwood (2009) were influenced by the book club ideas to enhance
reading but wanted to turn the focus to writing. They conducted a 2-year study involving
a Writers’ Lunch Club beginning with nine students in first grade. The students wrote in
journals and met every couple of weeks to share their writing. Improvements in their
students writing were observed, but there were some shortfalls in the study. The time

frame of the meetings was not explained. Also, the number of students was small and
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they were young (in first grade) at the beginning of the project. Most importantly, whilst
McCarry & Greenwood (2009) reported that the students’ writing, and perceptions’ of
writing had improved, there were no supporting data or analysis provided to support this.
The current study was conducted with 60 students, 22 of whom were in the Writers’
Club, 18 of whom were in the At Home Writing Group and 20 of whom received no extra
writing. The students in the current study were older and likely had more writing
experience than those in McCarry & Greenwood’s (2009) study. In the current study, the
students’ writing and attitude towards writing were examined pre- and post the
intervention.
Statement of the Problem

The problem investigated by this study is three-fold. Firstly, a high percentage of
fourth-grade students have demonstrated less than proficient writing skills that may
hinder their progress through school, college and into the workforce. This is particularly
true of Hispanic students. Secondly, the writing standards have become more stringent,
requiring the inclusion of more details (ideas) and conformity to the conventions of
customary English. Thirdly, students’ attitude towards writing has been found to become
less positive as they progress through the grades, impacting their willingness to engage in
writing.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this intervention study was to examine the effect of extra writing
in a Writers’” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing, specifically the
incorporation of details and the use of customary English conventions, and their attitude

towards writing (the student’s self-perception of his/her attitude towards writing).
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Several questions drove the conceptualization of the procedures used in the study.
Various outcomes were examined. Comparisons were conducted, between the writing
skills and attitude towards writing of students who were involved in the Writers’ Club
with those of students exposed to an enhanced at home writing program, the At Home
Writing Group, and to students who received no extra writing. All the students were
exposed to regular classroom writing instruction and homework.

This research was contributed to the knowledge base regarding the effectiveness
of extra writing. It offers suggestions to teachers who are trying to devise ways to
improve students’ writing to meet the new writing standards and the higher expectations
of the current writing test. It may benefit future students participate in a writer’s club.

Theoretical Framework

The study was conducted from a sociocultural perspective. The theoretical
framework relied on the concept that learning takes place in social settings. Cognitive
growth and internalization of concepts is a communal activity. Students must make
knowledge their own within the dynamic of a group sharing membership of a society or
culture (Bruner, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978). Piaget proposed that students’ cognitive
development goes through a number of stages; in the early years students are egocentric,
but they gradually become sociocentric and interaction with peers gains in importance, to
some extent supplanting the influence of authority figures that existed prior to this stage.
The transition from egocentricity to sociocentricity is developmental, taking place from
about the age of seven (Elsenbroich & Gilbert, 2014).

Based on Vygotsky’s (1997) theory, the zone of proximal development “is the

distance between actual developmental level as determined by independent problem
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solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1997, p.
33). He posited that language learning activates a number of internal processes that
operate only when the child is working in conjunction with peers or with adult guidance.
Thus, it was reasonable to hypothesize that participation in a writers’ club with peers and
the guidance of a capable adult would lead to improvement in writing.

Based on this theoretical framework, the current study followed a writers’ club
format. Students participated in writing experiences in a safe, relaxed, social setting.
There were opportunities for working alone, in pairs, in small groups and whole group
situations. Collaboration and cooperation were encouraged and facilitated. The
atmosphere of the Writers” Club was less formal than that of the classroom. The students
self-regulated, with guidance, developing the rules of their club, selecting topics for
writing and determining how and with whom to progress their projects. The researcher
provided structure, instruction and scaffolding; building a learning community where
students were immersed in writing, expected to be responsible and encouraged to take
risks to further their growth in writing.

Brufee’s (1984) theory of collaborative learning was influential to the study.
Bruffee maintained that thought, internal conversation, is born out of the social
conversation and that writing is “internalized conversation re-externalized” (Bruffee,
1984, p. 641). He argued that when students help each other their work improved; not
only the person being helped benefitted, but the helper also learned from the act of
helping. Engaging in conversation in a learning community provided enrichment for all

participants regardless of the role they took. He encouraged teachers to encourage
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students to “engage in conversation among themselves” (Bruffee, 1984, p. 642),
contriving to ensure that those conversations are as “similar in as many ways as possible
to the way in which we would like them eventually to ...write” (Bruffee, 1984, p. 642).
Teachers are often reluctant to surrender their position of authority that hinders authentic
discussion between students. It is important for teachers also to position themselves as a
member of the community. Whilst it may be necessary for teachers to assume the role of
guide in any given circumstance, it is important for them to relinquish that role as quickly
as possible and return to the position of the peer. It is insufficient to put students together
with no guidance or preparation. Creating a collaborative learning setting “requires us to
create and maintain a demanding academic environment that makes collaboration ... a
genuine part of students’ [writing] development” (Bruffee, 1984, p. 652).

Finally, Cambourne’s theory of learning was also foundational to the study.
Cambourne (2000) argued that the setting was important, that it consisted of three main
elements — the physical space, the human behaviors that take place within the physical
space and the programs or routines and events that take place within the physical space.
He also maintained that certain conditions need to be present in order for learning to take
place (Cambourne, 1995). Cambourne’s (1995, 2001) conditions include immersion
where students are provided with a plethora of experiences with text, demonstration
where experienced others model the process of writing particularly making visible the
underlying components of creating text. Both of these conditions affect and are affected
by engagement. Engagement includes both the teacher and the student. The teacher
demonstrates engagement by consistently making explicit the importance of becoming

proficient writers in a manner that is relevant to the students (Cambourne, 2001).
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Learners become engaged when they perceive themselves as potential doers of the
demonstrations they observe. Engagement is initiated when students make connections
with demonstrations, appreciate that what is demonstrated will have an impact on their
lives, and trust that they can participate in mimicking the demonstrations without fear of
“physical or psychological hurt if their attempts are not fully correct” (Cambourne, 1995,
p. 187). Cambourne (2001) identified that the teacher would also have expectations that
the student would become a good writer and take responsibility for his/her own growth
and decision making. Cambourne (2001) identified three further conditions
approximation, use, and response. Approximation relates to the teacher communicating
that “having a go” (p. 415) is critical to learning, and “that mistakes are our friends in that
they help us adjust and refine our knowledge” (p. 415). Use involves many opportunities
to apply the skills being developed, and response involves thoughtful, relevant, non-
threatening, targeted feedback provided by more capable others. Cambourne’s theory of
learning is foundational to the development of the Writers’ Club to enhance fourth-grade,
Hispanic students’ writing skills.
Resear ch Questions
e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ writing?
e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ incorporation of ideas in their writing?
e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic

students’ adherence to the appropriate conventions of customary English?
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e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ attitude towards writing?
Potential Contribution to the Field
The need for improvement in writing has been well documented over at least two

decades (National Assessment of Academic Progress, 1998, 2002, 2007, 2011). Since
writing is such a critical skill for school (Common Core State Standards, 2010; Newell,
2006), college (Bezbatchenko, n.d.; Peha, n.d.; Williams & McEnery, n.d.) and career
(Graham, Harris, & Olinghouse, 2007; National Commission on Writing, 2005),
examining ways and means for improving the standard of writing and enriching the
writing experience are imperative. Conducting the study in the Miami-Dade School
District had the potential to provide insight into the ways and means for improving
writing skills not only in the Miami-Dade area but both statewide and nationwide.
Miami-Dade is the fourth largest school district in the country (NCES, 2006) and the
students’ performance in writing not only reflects the state’s proficiency levels it also
mirrors the national proficiency levels. The results of the study had the potential
contribute to the body of knowledge regarding methods of instruction in writing for
fourth-grade students, particularly Hispanic students, and potentially for other age groups
and ethnicities. In addition, the data were intended to help to fill the gap in the
knowledge base, specifically identified by Graham and Perin (2007) as needing further
research, regarding the value of extra writing. There is evidence that reading skills can
be enhanced by participation in a book club. By extension, it was reasonable to believe
that writing skills could be augmented by participation in a writing club. In addition,

with research indicating that attitude towards writing declines as students advance
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through the grades (Kear et al., 2000, Knudsen, 1991, 1992, 1993), examining if
participation in a writing club creates an environment that supports a positive attitude had
the potential to be valuable.
Assumptions

In designing this study it was assumed that fourth-grade, Hispanic students in this
study had a knowledge base regarding writing upon which to build. Additionally, it was
assumed that they would collaborate with each other and be supportive and kind to each
other. Furthermore it was assumed that fourth-grade, Hispanic students in this study
responded honestly to the survey questions.

Delimitations

Fourth-grade, Hispanic students have performed poorly on writing assessments
therefore the participants were limited to fourth-grade students attending a Miami-Dade
public school in a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood. Nevertheless, in order for
students to be able to access the benefits of participation in the Writers’ Club, the
participants were limited to students with a minimum English proficiency of Level 3
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL). Owing to scheduling, the Writers’
Club was limited to three meetings per week, each lasting for 30 minutes, during the
school day. As it is a widely used and appropriate analytical instrument for assessing
writing, Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide was selected to evaluate the
students’ writing samples. In similar vein, since it was specifically designed for grades 1-
12, the Writing Attitude Survey developed by Kear, Coffman, McKenna, and Ambrosio

(2000) was used to evaluate the students’ attitude towards writing.
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Definitions and Operational Terms

Adolescent. Students in Grades 4-12 (Graham & Perin, 2007), aged between 9
and 18 are considered to be adolescent.

Attitude. A “psychological state(s) acquired over a period of time as a result of
our experiences” (McLeod, 1991). Attitudes are influential in the way people respond to
certain circumstances or activities. It is not the response but the inclination to respond in
a particular manner. Attitudes may be accompanied by an emotional response but they
are not the emotions themselves, though “revisions of attitude may result in revisions of
emotional experience related to writing” (Musgrove, 1998/1999). Attitude towards
writing was measured using the Writing Attitude Survey (Kear et al., 2000)

Club. A group of people who gather together to pursue a common interest -
“small, collaborative group[s] whose purpose is to enhance literacy” (Polleck, 2010, p.
51).

Conditions. “particular states of being (doing, behaving, creating), as well as
being a set of indispensable circumstances that co-occur and are synergistic in the sense
that they both affect and are affected by each other.” (Cambourne, 1995, p. 184).

Evaluation. The examination of student work to place a value on it based on a
pre-determined rubric without the intent to assign a grade but with the intent to establish
a standard. This term was used in preference over assessment because assessment carries
the connotation of grading or testing (Spandel, 2013).

Extra Writing. Writing activities or experiences in addition to those regularly

scheduled as part of the curriculum. The students in the Writers’ Club and the At Home
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Writing Group engaged in an additional 90 minutes of writing activities or experiences
beyond their regularly scheduled curriculum.

Genre. Written text that has a specific style following accepted patterns, syntax,
and conventions including, but not limited to, narrative or expository/informational
covering persuasive, compare and contrast, problem and solution, sequence, description,
procedural or transactional.

Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide. An analytical assessment tool developed by
Vikki Spandel (2013) that can be used to evaluate student writing aligning with the 6-
Trait model. The 6 Traits are specifically: ideas, organization, voice, word choice
sentence structure and conventions/presentation.

Text type. The format writing takes including, but not limited to, letters, essays,
brochures, cards, media articles, reports, poems, plays, biographies, instructions, blogs,
emails, etc. The text types addressed in the current study were letters and essays.

Writing sample. A piece of writing produced by a student that provides evidence
of his/her writing skill. It may be gathered under timed or non-timed conditions. It may
be in response to an on-demand writing prompt or written spontaneously.

Summary

In this chapter the background to the study was provided. It covered, first, the
importance of writing in respect to the workforce, college, and school; second, the levels
of writing proficiency based on national and Florida assessment; third the comparison of
results for White and Hispanic students; finally attitudes towards writing, the social
nature of learning and interventions were explained. The theoretical framework

underpinning the study as coming from a socio-cultural perspective was addressed. The
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chapter also included the purpose of the study, the research questions, the potential
contributions to the field, the assumptions, the delimitations, and definitions and

operational terms.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
General Background

In 2012, according to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCESa) over
70% of U.S. students in Grades 8 and 12 were writing at a basic or below basic level. In
2002, when students in Grade 4 were last assessed nationally, only 28% were performing
proficiently (NCES, 2012). The position in Florida mirrors that of the nation. Within
Miami-Dade County Public Schools (M-DCPS) the situation is very similar. The
percentage of Hispanic students performing at or below the basic level is considerable
higher than that of their White counterparts.

Book clubs have been found to be successful at improving reading skills
(Raphael, 2001; Raphael, Florio-Ruane, & George, 2001; Raphael & McMahon, 1994).
Building on the success of book clubs, developing an intervention in the form of a writing
club had the potential to support students’ growth in writing.

In 2003, the National Commission on Writing made the recommendation that
students should double the amount of time they spent writing. In their meta-analysis of
writing instruction provided to adolescent students, Graham & Perin (2007) found a
number of interventions to be effective, and specifically identified extra writing as being
highly recommended, but concluded that there were insufficient studies to support this
contention. This study contributed to the knowledge base regarding the effectiveness of
extra writing as an intervention and incorporated it in the Writers’ Club and the At Home
Writing Group for comparison against no extra writing. All students participated in

regular classroom instruction and homework.
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Students’ attitude towards writing has been found to become less positive as they
progress through the grades (Knudson, 1991, 1992, 1993). Even younger students think
that writing is a school chore (McCarry & Greenwood, 2009). Since attitude is
influential in engagement, examining if providing writing experiences through an
alternative means, during a Writers’ Club, is influential on attitude was valuable.

The Common Core State Standards place a greater focus on writing, regarding it
as an essential skill (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, Council
of Chief State School Officers, 2010). The Florida Standards are closely aligned with the
CCSS.

Using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide as the evaluation
instrument is in line with best practice in writing assessment. Smith (2003) concluded
that the “6 Trait method is a reliable reference to guide a writer through the demanding
task of writing well” (Smith, 2003, p. 5) as well as being an effective tool for teachers to
assess writing.

Students’ attitude towards writing will be assessed using Kear, Coffman,
McKenna, and Ambrosio’s (2000) Writing Attitude Survey, that was designed especially
for use with K-12 students.

State of Students’ Current Writing Proficiency

The National Assessment for Educational Progress (NAEPD) collects and reports
on students’ academic performance periodically, both at national and state levels.
According to the Nations Report Card — Writing 2011, only 27% of students in Grades 8
and 12 performed at or above the proficient level, in writing. The other 73% performed

at the basic level or below. According to the NAEP, a larger percentage of Hispanic

23



students scored at the basic or below basic level; 86% of students in Grade 8 and 89% of
students in Grade 12. Partial mastery implies inappropriate preparedness for college and
the workforce. The percentages have remained constant over the past 17 years, dating
back to the 1998 assessment, indicating that a chronic problem exists.

In 2002, when fourth-grade students were last assessed, 28% of them were
performing at or above the proficient level (Persky, Daane & Jin, 2003). Florida’s
fourth-grade students performed better than the national average with 33% of them
achieving proficient or advanced scores. Nevertheless, 67% of students were performing
at the basic or below basic level, cause for concern. Of Florida’s Hispanic students 83%
were performing at the basic or below basic level. Based on the trends over time of
students in Grades 8 and 12, writing skills have remained, to all intents and purposes,
static. It is unlikely that students in Grade 4 are scoring much higher than they were in
2002. The 2012 Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test — Writing results indicted a
precipitous fall in the percentage of students achieving a score of 4 or above. The
average score fell to 3.25. Alberto Carvalho (2012), the M-DCPS Superintendent of
Schools, posited that the “decline in writing scores is exacerbated in Miami-Dade County
given the disproportionate number of English Language Learners (ELL) served in our
schools” the majority of these are Hispanic. If the problem is to be addressed effectively,
strategies need to be infused into instruction during the earlier grades to develop
proficient writing skills, that is why this study examined the effect of participation in a
writers’ club on the writing skills of fourth-grade, Hispanic students.

Providing quality writing instruction presents challenges; Read and Landon-Hays

(2013) found that teachers believed that following the traditional model of assigning a
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writing task and providing limited feedback, employing a whole class fix-up technique,
was not effective. Instead, the participants in Read and Landon-Hays’ (2013) study
agreed that ideally teachers should be able to provide an environment where individual
feedback would be possible. They also agreed that instruction should focus on process
rather than the product, with writing being revised based on personal teacher feedback.
To build upon these findings, the current study focused on the provision of an
environment, in the form of the Writers’ Club, conducive to the provision of individual
feedback. The participants were encouraged to select their topics and were supported
while they worked through the process of pre-writing, revising, editing and producing a
final publishable copy. As part of the Writers’ Club, individual feedback was provided
during brief one-to-one conferences during the club meetings, and using written feedback
in individual students’ notebooks.

Bearing in mind that the expectations indicated by standards are currently in flux
it is relevant to explore the current state of the standards.

Standards—Common Core State Standards and Florida State Standards

Two consortia, the Partnership for Assessment or Readiness for College and
Careers (PARCC) and the SMARTER Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC), were
charged with the task of developing two sets of assessments from that states could choose
(Long, 2011). Florida was a governing state in the PARCC consortia. The current
assessments are not aligned with the CCSS (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011).
The assessments that are under construction will focus more on formative assessment
than has previously been the case (Hain, 2011) but summative assessment (high stakes

testing) will continue to be undertaken. Formative assessment provides information that
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supports teachers in their instructional plans and is ongoing. The Writers’ Club provided
the ideal opportunity to conduct formative assessment of students’ development and
progress.

The CCSS were adopted by Florida’s State Board of Education in 2010 and will
be in full effect, as revised, in the academic year 2014-2015 (Florida Department of
Education [FDOE], 2005-2013d). The goal of the CCSS is to provide clear standards that
will ensure that all students graduate from high school prepared to enter college or the
work force (Hain, 2011), regardless of demography (FDOE, 2005-2013d). The standards
are designed to indicate what students are expected to be able to do (skills) rather than
what they should know (content) or how they should be taught (pedagogy) (Gardner &
Powell, 2013; Porter et al., 2011). Other authorities would argue that the standards cover
not only what students should be able to do but also what they ought to know (Fin &
Petrilli, 2010). The assessments to align with the CCSS and/or the Florida Standards are
still being developed.

Porter, McMaken, Hwang and Yang (2011) conducted a study comparing current
state standards with CCSS. According to Porter et al.’s (2011) results the CCSS are fast
becoming national standards with only a handful of states refraining from participating.
The CCSS initiative “developed these standards as a state-led effort to establish
consensus on expectations for student knowledge and skills that should be developed in
Grades K-12” (Porter et al., 2011, p 103). Porter et al. (2011) found that there was a
substantial difference in content between state standards and the CCSS even when the
states were aggregated, so the adoption of the CCSS will represent considerable change.

Current materials are not aligned with the CCSS, and it will take time to build curriculum

26



materials that are. The major downside of this study, when related to the current study, is
that data for Florida were intermittent.

Carmichael, Martino, Porter-Magee and Wilson (2010) conducted a similar study.
Again it was determined that the CCSS were better than most state standards but equal to
or weaker than those of some states. Carmichael et al. (2010) graded the CCSS and each
state’s standards. The CCSS earned a B+; Florida earned a B and fell into the “too close
to call” (p. 14) group of states, or a state with standards equivalent to the CCSS.

The CCSS English and Language Arts standards were determined to be
“particularly strong when it comes to providing useful and explicit guidance about the
quality and complexity of reading and writing that should be expected of students each
year, including providing annotated samples of student writing.” (p. 8). The study
identified a list of problems with the state standards. Only “vague expectations for
student writing” will be addressed here. Many of the current writing standards are so
vague as to be essentially meaningless (Carmichael et al., 2010). Carmichael et al.
(2010) argued that students need to gain mastery of multiple genres. They are critical of
many states that do not prioritize what genres should be addressed when. Carmichael et
al. (2010) emphasized that whilst narrative writing is appropriate in the early grades and
that more complex genres should be introduced progressively, it is rarely stated in state
standards that narrative writing should take a less prominent role as students advance up
the grades.

The National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGA), Council of
Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) (2010) highlighted the importance of writing

logical arguments including evidence and supported this being taught at the elementary
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level. Both short and more extended projects were focused upon in the writing standards.
The CCSS requirements for students in Grade 4 are more rigorous and detailed than
Florida’s Sunshine State Standards. The CCSS detail expectations for writing types,
following a process approach, editing for conventions and incorporating technology for
the presentation of final products. Furthermore, they identify expectations regarding the
research of written projects and incorporate the need to write over both short and longer
periods of time (NGA, CSSO, 2010).

There has been considerable controversy over the adoption of the CCSS in
Florida. Ninety-eight different amendments were considered by the Florida legislature.
The majority of these related to the mathematic standards with one major exception for
writing - the inclusion of cursive writing (McGrory, 2013). In February, 2014, the
Florida State Board of Education approved changes to the CCSS. Overall, the writing
standards were unchanged. However, within the strand “language standards”, a provision
for cursive writing was included, and a minor change was made to the wording of the
academic language standard. The revised CCSS will be referred to as the Florida
Standards, and to reflect this the alpha-numeric coding of the Florida Standards has been
changed to Language Arts Florida Standards (LAFS) from the Language Arts Common
Core (LACC) (FDOE, 2005-2013a).

The organization of the Writers” Club will enable students to “Write routinely
over extended time frames (time for research, reflection, and revision) and shorter time
frames (a single sitting or a day or two)” (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.10/LAFS.4.W .4.10).
During the Writers’ Club “With guidance and support from peers and adults, [students

will be encouraged to] develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising,
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and editing” (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.4.5/LAFS.4.W.2.5). The Writers’ Club will
facilitate students to “Produce clear and coherent writing in that the development and
organization are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience” (CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.W.4.4/LAFS.4.W.2.4). (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2014a;
FDOE, 2005-2013a). The alphanumeric codes for CCSS and The Florida Standards are
both included since the wording for both is identical. In addition, to a focus on the above
mentioned standards, there will be a focus on the development of improved skills in
regards to the use of the conventions of customary English and the inclusion of more and
better details (ideas), this is to address specifically the more stringent scoring criteria that
were introduced to the FCAT in 2012 (Geisinger, Romhild & Chin, 2012). This study
examined the effect of extra writing employing two treatment conditions; participation in
a Writers’ Club and participation in an At Home Writing Group. Participation in the
Writers” Club encompassed the aspects of writing mentioned above while the At Home
Writing Group were provided with a range of activities for the students to engage in
without specific instruction. The study examined how extra writing may facilitate fourth-
grade, Hispanic students’ growth in writing, particularly in the areas of conventions and
including details (ideas), together with their attitude towards writing.
Clubs

Taking part in a book club has been the focus of Taffy Raphael’s work for more
than two decades. Her initial Book Club program (Raphael & McMahon, 1994)
incorporated a writing element, but the focus was reading. When Book Club Plus came
out (Raphael, Florio-Ruane, & George, 2001) the program had become more

sophisticated, and was designed to “promote all students’ learning and incorporate skills
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and strategies associated with reading acquisition and critical thinking required for living
in and contributing to a democratic society” (p. 161). The writing component had been
expanded, but the focus was still the engagement and response to text rather than the
creation of students’ text. The club atmosphere promoted student participation,
engagement, and enhanced students’ social nature. The present study built upon this,
already strong, foundation and examined the effect of participation in a Writers’ Club on
fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing and attitude towards writing. The current study
extended the book club concept and examined its effect on writing and attitudes towards
writing.

Taffy Raphael instituted the concept of the book club as an alternative framework
for reading instruction, the writing element primarily emphasized the maintenance of
reading logs, writing in response to what had been read, and taking notes linking text to
text connections. (Raphael & McMahon, 1994). Raphael and McMahon’s (1994)
primary focus was reading. The goal was to encourage authentic discussions surrounding
books addressing the norms of a traditional classroom, where the emphasis was on
individual work and taking turns, rather than engaging in discussion where the thrust and
parry of excited conversation could flourish. Building upon these goals, during the
Writers” Club meetings students will be encouraged to engage in discussion related to
writing.

Raphael and McMahon (1994) found that students’ literacy development
benefited, and the students’ scores on standardized tests were as high as those of students
who had experienced a more traditional method of instruction. The benefit afforded to

the students in the Book Club program was that they had considerably higher recall of the
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texts they had read the previous year than did their counterparts who had experienced
tradition instruction. The students in Raphael and McMahon’s (1994) study were fourth
graders, like those of the current study. However, although it was called Book Club, the
experience took place in a regular classroom setting, during class time. Extending the
book club concept to an extra writing time activity, the Writers’ Club will provide an
environment on school premises but not during regular literacy instruction class time.
Book Club focused on primarily improving reading skills whereas the current study’s
objective is to improve writing skills.

In 2001, Raphael et al. addressed the advances in the program in Book Club Plus:
A conceptual framework to organize literacy instruction. Book Club Plus was designed
to “promote students’ learning and incorporate skills and strategies associated with
reading acquisition and critical thinking required for living in and contributing to a
democratic society.” (Raphael et al., 2001, p. 161) Again the focus was reading rather
than writing. The impact of Book Club qualitatively examined how it was implemented
in one third-grade classroom and impacted the literacy development of three students, a
struggling reader, an unenthusiastic reader and a successful reader. The concept of the
club was limited in that it involved only three students, and it was conducted in the
regular classroom setting. The present study involved membership in a club, comprised
of 22 fourth-grade, Hispanic students. Raphael et al. (2001) employed qualitative
methods. The current study followed a quantitative design, examining the significance of
participation in the Writers’” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing and their

attitude towards writing.
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Polleck (2010) extended participation in a book club to somewhat older
adolescents. She argued that engagement in “small collaborative groups whose purpose
is to enhance literacy and personal and social growth” (p. 51) provided a safe space for
self-discovery. Her argument was at the foundation of the current study. However,
unlike the current study, her study focused exclusively on reading rather than writing.
She argued that participation in a book club provided a venue for those who have a love
of reading to enhance their experience and that struggling or reluctant readers exposed to
relevant texts also experienced growth. Similarly, participation in the Writers’ Club
offered the already enthusiastic writers opportunities to grow their skills and those
students less fervent about writing, an opportunity to develop competence. Polleck
(2010) also highlighted the importance of self-selection of text, the choice was elemental
in improving both reading and the motivation to read for reluctant readers. Many aspects
of Polleck’s (2010) study were reflected in the current study. The concept of small
groups providing support to each other through collaboration was at the center of the
Writers” Club. Again, as with Polleck’s (2010), self-selection was crucial though it
related to topics to write about rather than texts to read. Polleck’s (2010) study,
examining the effect of participation in a book club, resulted in the enhancement of both
literacy and personal growth.

Heller’s (2006) qualitative study was conducted in a Title 1 elementary school in
a Midwestern U.S. state. Her participants comprised four, first-grade girls. Heller used
information books, and each student maintained a book club journal including drawing
and/or written responses. The book club was held three days a week during the normal

literacy time slot in a mobile classroom away from the regular classroom. This came
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close to the current study in that the club was held three days a week and was conducted
in a separate setting from the regular classroom but the membership was much smaller, at
a lower grade level, and was conducted during regular literacy time thus providing an
alternative method of instruction rather than extra time on task. The objectives of the
book club were to “listen to and read nonfiction in order to learn new information: to talk,
write and draw in response to nonfiction books; to enjoy sharing books with friends.”
(Heller, 2006, p. 361). The book club followed a clearly outlined format. The dialogue
between the students and teacher was encouraged. Elements of Heller’s (2006) work
were used in the current study. The encouragement to use dialogue and maintain a
journal was incorporated, as was meeting three times per week, in the Writers’ Club.
However the current study was a Writers’ Club designed to facilitate growth in writing
specifically, rather than a Book club designed to broaden an appreciation of reading.
Additionally, in the current study the Writers’ Club was conducted with a much larger
number of students, 22, and they were older, in fourth grade. Also the Book Club was
conducted during the regular literacy time slot, and the Writers” Club was a pull-out
activity. Finally, the analysis of the data followed a different design. It was quantitative.
McCarry & Greenwood (2009) built on the book club idea. McCarry, a first-
grade teacher, wanted to get her first-grade students to engage fully in writing. She had
observed that students regarded writing as a chore and she wanted to “find a way to ignite
interest in the writing process and energize the children to write” (McCarry &
Greenwood, 2009, p. 38). McCarry modeled that she was a writer too. The researcher in
the current study followed McCarry’s lead and maintained her own journal. She wrote

and shared alongside the members of the Writers” Club. She provided an example of
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what a writer did and model texts for the students. McCarry made the club strictly
voluntary and arranged that they would meet a couple of times each month to share
writing during lunchtime, and she provided food. The current study had volunteer
participants, but meetings were held three times per week rendering participation more
intense. Food was not a feature of the current study.

In McCarry and Greenwood’s (2009) study, initially, the membership consisted of
nine, first-grade students all of whom were strong writers. McCarry encouraged less
adept writers to join, and gradually membership grew. The current study started with a
membership of 22 students with no potential for adding students once the study had
started. Because of the design of the study, adding members would compromise the
results. In McCarry and Greenwood’s (2009) study, individual improvement was
observed qualitatively. The current study followed a pretest-posttest design. Student
essays were evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide before
and after participation, to provide quantitative results and examine the significance of
participation in the Writers’ Club as against participation in the At Home Writing Group
or participation in the group with no extra writing. At the end of the first year, McCarry
reflected that reluctant writers had become more enthusiastic and that the children who
had attended the Writers’ Lunch Club showed “remarkable improvement” (p. 40). She
observed that the children no longer regarded writing as a chore but as an important part
of everyday life. She also noted that they attended more to writing conventions,
incorporated voice and had a sense of audience. McCarry extended the Writers’ Lunch
Club into a second and third year. During the second year Greenwood noted that all but

one of the original members had re-joined and that the membership had increased to such
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an extent that a “second lunch bunch” (p.40) had to be created. Greenwood observed that
he saw “children proud of their work” (p.40). The children’s endorsement of the Writers’
Lunch Club came in their writing, they wrote that they particularly liked sharing their
work. These findings indicate that the students’ attitude towards writing was positively
affected by participating in the club but it offered no significance, due to the design of the
study.

In summary, the concept of the club has been explored in a variety of ways using
a variety of methodologies to enhance reading skills. These clubs have been successful,
not only in enhancing reading skills, but also in the retention of those skills (Raphael and
McMahon, 1994). Students who are of mixed ability levels (Raphael et al., 2001) and
both those who are already keen readers and those who are less enthusiastic (Polleck,
2010), have benefited from participation in a book club and the appreciation of
informational text (Heller, 2006) has been enhanced.

Building upon studies relating to literacy development through participation in a
Book Club, McCarry and Greenwood (2009) developed the Writers” Lunch Club. It is
upon that study that the current study directly builds, incorporating some similar features.
Both clubs are voluntary, and incorporate personal journals. The Writers’ Club will take
place in addition to literacy class time, but during school time rather than during lunch
time. The current study extended the earlier study in a variety of ways: The Writers’
Lunch Club met only twice a month for a year whereas the Writers’ Club will meet three
times per week for 8 weeks or a total of 24 meetings. The number of meetings will be
similar, but the current Writers’ Club was more intense, with the increased frequency.

The Writers’” Lunch Club targeted first-grade students though they continued as they

35



progressed through the grades. The current study will be directed at fourth-grade,
Hispanic students. The Writers” Lunch Club membership, initially, numbered nine and
all were strong writers whereas the Writers’ Club membership included 22 students who
were of mixed ability. The Writers” Lunch Club was evaluated qualitatively, relying on
observation of students’ writing progress as exemplified by their writing samples,
whereas the Writers’” Club was statistically analyzed using pretest and posttest writing
samples garnered before and after the intervention. Finally, the Writers’ Club
membership will be Hispanic, whereas the race/ethnicity of members of the Writers”
Lunch Club was not a focus, or was not mentioned.

Although attitude toward writing was not directly addressed in McCarry and
Greenwood’s (2009) study, it was implied. McCarry stated at the beginning of the study
that “children ... viewed writing as a school chore” (p.38), at the end of the first year of
the study “the writing club children saw writing no longer as a chore but rather as a
significant daily activity” (p.40). Furthermore, Greenwood noted that all but one of the
students who participated in the Writers’ Lunch Club the first year joined up to
participate the second year, providing circumstantial evidence that their attitudes towards
writing had improved. These implications made it advisable to examine attitude towards
writing both before and after participation in the Writers’ Club more formally.

Extra Writing

The National Commission on Writing (2003) called for students’ time spent
writing to be at least doubled. It stated that “writing is how students connect the dots in
their knowledge” (National Commission on Writing, 2003, p. 3) and argued that writing

instruction and practice were both short-changed in the classroom. One of the
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recommendations was that “more out-of-school time should be used to encourage
writing” (p.3). Whilst in the current study the Writers’ Club did not use out-of-school
time, neither did it take up already designated literacy instruction time. The provision of
extra writing time was created by modifying the regular school schedule to incorporate
one and half hours of extra writing time during the school week. The activities were
designed to be developmentally appropriate, following another of the Commission’s
recommendations, including needed instruction. “Writing is a complex intellectual
activity that requires students to stretch their minds, sharpen their analytical capabilities,
and make valid and accurate distinctions” (National Commission on Writing, 2003). As
such, providing students with the necessary skills instruction is critical to their success. It
is through writing that learning is consolidated. Writing is not limited to being a method
for evaluation. It actually supports understanding of content. The National Commission
addressed the findings of the NAEP 1998, identifying that those standards “establish a
very high threshold” (p.16), but highlighted that students were unable to “produce writing
at the high levels of skill, maturity, and sophistication required in a complex, modern
economy” (p.16). Students were able to provide some supporting details, and their
conventions were “not an utter disaster” (p. 17). The findings of the commission resulted
in the strong recommendation that writing time be doubled and that more writing time be
encouraged during the school day. This study provided students with the opportunity to
be part of a Writers’ Club, during the school day. The activities supported the students in
improving their use of writing conventions and incorporating details (ideas). The At
Home Writing Group engaged in a variety of writing activities out-of-school. The

Commission’s observation that “just 15 minutes of writing four nights per week would
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add 33% to the amount of time the average elementary student spends writing” (p. 28)
was exceeded. The students spent one and half hours per week on extra writing tasks and
were encouraged to have parents and other family members get involved.

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Barak Rosenshine conducted studies into
the effect of academically engaged minutes, or “time-on-task”, on students’ learning. His
findings indicated that being on task was the most important factor predicting learning
gains (Datta, 1982). Datta (1982) defined “off-task™ as activities not directly concerned
with learning, such as opening books, and “on-task™ activities as direct engagement with
content. During the Writers’ Club, efforts were made to keep “of-tasks” to a minimum
and to capitalize on opportunities for ‘on-task” activities. Berliner & Rosenshine (1976)
examined teaching methods and their effect on knowledge acquisition. They found that,
even if the overall achievement was equivalent, other factors such as “efficiency,
motivation and attitude may differ greatly” (p. 12). When these factors are taken into
account, it was observed that different teaching methods may be more or less successful.
Participation in the Writers” Club was designed to activate these factors, particularly
attitude and motivation. In their report, they referred to Doty’s (1967) study that
determined that when instruction incorporated a discussion element, and social needs
were met there was a greater likelihood of success. This was an integral aspect of the
Writers” Club. They concluded that, when direct instruction was provided, “learning
takes place in a convivial academic atmosphere” (p. 16). One of the principal goals of
their study was to determine the academic learning time; when students were
participating in on-task behaviors; engaged and giving their attention to the activity at

hand. Even slight increases in academic learning time resulted in higher gains. Another
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factor with positive results was academically focused feedback. This was further
supported in Rosenshine’s (1981) study where he examined, How timeis spent in
elementary classrooms. In this later study, he examined academically engaged minutes
of 2™ and 5™-grade students. He found that there is a positive correlation between
academic engagement and achievement, but that it was difficult to see how more time
could be found for academic engagement. Providing a Writers’ Club could be a means
for providing the extra time needed for higher gains in writing skills. He also reiterated
the importance of substantive interaction (explanations, questions, answers and
feedback), that as has been stated earlier, was a component of the Writers’ Club.

Lavy (2009) conducted an international study of the effect of extra time on
achievement. He included data referring to math, science and reading. For the purposes
of this review, his results about reading are those that will be addressed. He did not
directly refer to writing. His findings indicated that extra time is causal, “positive and
highly significant” (p.2). He argued that an increase of as little as one extra hour of
instruction, per week, in each of the subjects resulted in a raise in test scores. He further
pointed out, “the effect was larger for girls, for pupils from low socioeconomic families
and for immigrants” (p.4). In the current study, there were fewer girls than boys but all
students qualified for free or subsidized lunches and all were Hispanic, except one who
was Asian. The estimated effects were less for reading than for math and science,
nevertheless they were positive and large. The greatest effect was felt when the
instructional time was increased from less than 2 hours to between 2 and 3 hours per

week.
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Farbman & Kaplan (2005), in their report on extended-time school, concluded
that more time learning results in higher student achievement. The study was carried out
in Massachusetts from 2003-2005. There were five distinct conditions for learning to be
boosted: more time on task, greater breadth and depth of curriculum, more opportunities
for planning and professional development, extended experiential and enriched learning
activities and stronger adult-child relationships. Per se, it is not the extra time but how it
is used that results in academic gains. Seven schools were profiled, six in Massachusetts
and one in New York. Farbman & Kaplan (2005) concluded that the positive effects of
more time were evident in all the schools. They particularly mentioned that the extra
time allowed “teachers to cover material in greater depth” (p.35) and that “longer class
times and individualized sessions enable teachers to consistently tailor their teaching to
students’ individual learning needs” (p.35). The Writers” Club was able to do these
things, though the school day was not extended.

In summary, extra time on task supports gains in learning. Despite this Graham &
Perin, (2007) were unable to find conclusive evidence of the benefits of extra time on
writing.

Conditionsfor Learning

Foundational to the Writers” Club is the literature relating to Cambourne’s (1995,
2000, 2001) conditions of learning. Cambourne (1995) identified the tension between the
challenges of learning in the school setting when compared to the ease of learning out of
the school setting. He determined that this was the result of a pedagogy, relying on
specific scope and sequence for learning. This involved learning step by step, with

mastery of step one being required before the introduction of step two. It involved
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endless drill and practice. This is still seen in the form of repetitive responses to prompts
being the norm in writing classes, especially at the fourth-grade level. Cambourne (1995)
determined that oral language acquisition was a highly complex skill that is learned
rapidly, without distress and is almost universally successful. He examined the
conditions under which language was learned and concluded that the following were
necessary: immersion, demonstration, engagement, expectations, responsibility,
approximation, employment and response. He then sought the assistance of other
teachers to explore these conditions as they might relate to literacy learning. The result
of his inquiry was that engagement is the key, all the other conditions go for nothing and
learning will not result, if students do not engage. Also, it was found that there were four
processes that needed to take place for learning to be internalized: transformation,
discussion/reflection, application and evaluation. Cambourne’s (1995) conditions were
taken as constructs and applied specifically to the development of extra writing in the
Writers” Club. These conditions were applied to this study in the following manner:
Immersion means the state of being steeped in stimuli. Students need to be
immersed in both model texts and writing experiences. Model texts were read aloud
during some meetings and made available every meeting for students to study. Writing
time constituted a large proportion of the meeting time (from 10-20 minutes out of 30).
Demonstration means experiencing multifaceted exposure to text. Model texts, as
stated above, provided demonstrations of how texts are constructed and used. Practical
demonstrations of how to construct and use text were provided, meeting by meeting,

covering needed skill experiences.
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Engagement means intentional active participation. Students engaged in
contributing to ideas and made suggestions as practical demonstrations took place during
the meetings. Students were supported in the development of their perception of
themselves as capable doers of that which was demonstrated and encouraged to
experiment. Their attempts were valued. The students used their journals to emulate
both the practical demonstrations and the model texts. They had opportunities to share
their process and products one-to-one, with a small group, and with the whole group.
When revising sentences, that failed to follow the correct conventions of customary
English, students engaged with each other and the researcher-guide to orally make
corrections. They then wrote the corrected version of the sentence(s) in their journals.
Students were provided with graphic organizers to gather details (ideas) for their writing
and were offered opportunities to discuss their thinking with each other and with the
researcher-guide. Students had ample time to produce and share their independent work.

Expectations mean messages for success communicated by significant others.
The students were made aware of the high expectations that the researcher-guide held of
their likelihood of success. The researcher-guide fostered open relationships between
herself and the students and between the students and each other, to facilitate them in
their understanding of what is expected of them. The students’ confidence in themselves
was fostered through non-threatening support and constructive feedback within group
meetings, individual conferences and personal feedback via their journals. At the end of
each conference, the students were encouraged to identify what their goals were and over

what period they intended to achieve them.
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Responsibility means making decisions and choices about learning. The students
were encouraged to demonstrate responsibility when they developed the rules of the club,
to facilitate the routines and to clarify expected behaviors while participating in the club.
The rules recognized the common goals of the club and set parameters for appropriate
behavior. Students were enfranchised regarding what to do, through opportunities to
express verbally what they intend to work on and what targets they wished to set for
themselves during individual conferences. Once these goals are identified, students made
a note of them in their journals and set time frames for achievement. The researcher-
guide checked up with students using conferences to clarify progress towards goals.

Approximation means measured steps towards learning goals. Errors were
accepted, examined and regarded as an approximation rather than inadequacy. Support
was given to facilitate each student’s growth based on his/her demonstrated needs. It was
important for the students to observe the researcher-guide making purposeful mistakes
and correcting them, demonstrating that our mistakes help us to progress and that they are
not debilitating.

Use means opportunities to practice. Students were given time to practice what
they were learning within their own writing. They were encouraged to talk through what
they were doing and how they planned to proceed during discussion sessions and writing
time.

Response means meaningful response from significant others in regards to goals.
Students were provided with feedback during group sharing sessions, peer discussion and
one-to-one conferences with the researcher-guide. In addition the researcher-guide

provided individual feedback through comments made in the students’ journals. During
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early meetings of the club, constructive criticism was demonstrated. Such constructive
criticism was given in a non-threatening manner, pertinent to their writing, in manageable
quantities and as suggestion to be considered.

In his later work, Cambourne (2000) identified three further elements that he
regarded as pivotal to learning: the physical space, the behaviors that took place within
the physical space and the routines that typically occurred within the physical space. The
physical space included print availability in the form of books, magazines and other texts,
the furniture, the display space and other resources. The behaviors involved the human
component within the setting. While the inanimate content of the space was expected to
remain constant, Cambourne (2000) identified it was the human component that resulted
in the processes for learning being instigated through a “wide range of interactions both
with one another and with the physical paraphernalia there” (Cambourne, 2000, p. 513).
Through his observations of classrooms, he determined that teachers manipulate the
conditions. One of the most important things teachers manipulate is the discourse of the
environment. This involved creating an atmosphere that manifests itself in a consensus
of opinion that literacy is critical. This is achieved consciously by the teacher. The
routines covered the teachers’ expectations. Routines include such things as having a
positive attitude towards learning, seeking and accepting advice willingly, understanding
the need for preparedness when going public and applying knowledge. Also, the routines
involved such things as feedback.

Physical space means location and environment. Writers’ Club meetings took
place in a familiar setting; a media center was used. The physical space was within the

library. There were some tables, accommodating 6, 4, or 2 students. There were some
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single-person tables. There was a rug on the floor and students were permitted to work at
the tables or on the floor. In a section of the meeting space, there were some computers
that were available for students to use. A portable crate containing materials for use
during Writers’ Club, including pencils, the students’ journals and a selection of books,
was available.

Behaviors within the space mean conduct and actions. During the early meetings
of the club, the students with input from the researcher-guide, developed the rules for the
Writer’s Club. These rules dictated appropriate behaviors and outlined the expectations of
members during meetings. The rules were open to revision by majority vote, if any
behaviors were found to be unacceptable by members of the group. The students had
access to a small bell that anyone could ring to make any announcement. The bell was
most often rung by students to remind their classmates to work more quietly to allow
everyone to concentrate.

Routines within the space mean learning activities within the timeframe.
Instruction followed a routine that included taking attendance, conventions experiences,
discussion of an appropriate topic, and writing time, that included conferences. Meetings
concluded with tidy-up time. This provided students with a stable framework within
which to work. Lesson plans were developed with routines clearly stated; these included
concept development steps: explain, demonstrate, guide, practice, and apply.

In his further work, Cambourne (2001) addressed the attempt to turn theory into
practice. He developed “a framework for turning theory of learning into classroom
reading instruction” (Cambourne, 2001, p. 415). He took each condition, identified what

the condition meant and explored possible strategies that could be employed to
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implement the identified condition. The Writers’ Club built upon this framework to
develop strategies that could be implemented within the Writers” Club environment to
facilitate growth in writing.
6 Trait Writing for Assessment and I nstruction

To support effective writing instruction, in the 1980s the 6 Trait model was
developed. It used the analytical approach to assessing writing, focusing on traits. It was
developed in response to the need of teachers for a reliable tool, closely aligned with
effective writing instruction (Culham, 2003; Kozlow & Bellamy, 2004; Northwest
Regional Education Laboratory, 2004). Prior to the development of the 6 Trait writing
model, writing samples were largely assessed in a holistic manner, assigning an overall
score for any given piece. Based on earlier research (Diederich, 1974; Murray, 1982;
Purves, 1992), some characteristics of effective writing have been identified. The
characteristics align well with process writing: pre-writing, drafting, revising and editing
(Emig, 1971, Applebee, 1986). According to Spandel (2013), the 6 Traits were
developed by the Analytical Writing Assessment Development Committee; a 17 member
group of teachers, all of whom were volunteers, teaching grades three through 12 in the
Beaverton, Oregon School District. These teachers perceived a need to improve writing
assessment as one element in improving the teaching of writing. In its initial stages, the
teachers identified characteristics they regarded as representative of good writing. The
traits were developed, and scales established ranging from beginning skills to excellent
skills. Initially, six traits were identified, and one further trait was added relating to

presentation, in 1999.
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Both Culham (2003) and Spandel (2013) refer to the traits as ideas, voice,
organization, sentence fluency, word choice, and conventions. Culham (2003) separates
the +1 into an individual trait — presentation and Spandel (2013) enmeshes it with
conventions. Either way, it is not an element of the actual writing but rather provides the
window dressing for publication. The 6+1 Trait Writing is not a writing curriculum
(Coe, Hanita, Nishioka, & Smiley, 2004; Culham, 2003; Spandel, 2013). It is a model
that complements writing instruction, providing guidance about what to look for in a
writing sample and a means of assessing it. The specific traits used in the rubric were
arrived at after weeks of work, reading student writing samples and sorting them into
“high, middle and beginning levels and documenting ...reasons for ranking them”
(Spandel, 2013, p. 431). Beaverton then conducted a field test of the identified traits.
Approximately 5,000 student writing samples, 1,250 from each of the following grades:
three, five, eight and 11, were examined using the assessment. Today, this is the most
common analytic model used to judge how well students write (Calfee & Miller, 2007).

Spandel’s (2013) most up to date iteration, the Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide,
is a 6-point scale with each aspect (ideas, organization, voice, word choice, sentence
structure and conventions/presentation) having five items presented on a continuum.
Scales range from 1 to 6 with 1 indicating minimal command of the specific trait and 6
indicating advanced skills. Spandel’s Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide is an informal
assessment. Whilst a prepared rubric is used, the outcome is at least partially dependent
on the assessor’s individual interpretation of any given writing sample and of the
assessment. The Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide is the instrument that was used in the

current study to evaluate the students’ writing samples.
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There have been many studies that employed the 6+1 Trait as the treatment to
improve writing skills, including the rubric for evaluation purposes (Arter, Spandel,
Culham and Pollard, 1994; Kozlow and Belamy, 2004; Andrade, Buff, Terry, Erano and
Paolino, 2009)

Arter, et al. (1994) conducted a study under the aegis of Northwest Regional
Education Laboratory (NWREL) included six fifth-grade classrooms with 67 students in
the treatment group and 65 in the control group. The researchers argued that the six trait
model presented the best available means for making the judgments of whether writing
had improved.

Andrade, et al. (2009) conducted a study to examine how the use of rubrics could
improve sixth, seventh and eighth-grade student writing. They developed two rubrics;
one oriented towards sixth-grade students and one oriented towards eighth-grade
students. The rubrics were designed using the 6+1 Trait as a model and targeting the
New York State standards for English/Language Arts. The rubrics were used for self-
assessment, peer assessment, and teacher assessment with the objective of encouraging
self-reflection or providing peer or teacher feedback. Andrade et al. (2009) addressed
validity and reliability directly. Validity was determined by the rubrics’ alignment with
the New York Standards and further supported by an informal poll of the students. All
concerns were addressed and they reported “students told us that they understood and
valued the rubrics” (Andrade et al., 2009, p. 7). They also stated that, “teachers’
classroom observations of peers and self-assessment sessions confirmed the students’
claims” (Andrade et al., 2009, p. 8). Reliability focused on inter-rater reliability, they

examined how closely each of the raters rated two essays. They found that scores tended
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to be close but did not strive for perfection. Minor changes in the wording of the rubrics
resulted. No data for psychometric analysis of the rubrics was given.

Andrade et al. (2009) reported that, within the course of the study, the researchers
found that the students’ writing, when using the rubrics, improved. However, when they
wrote under practice test conditions they did not transfer their skills to that setting. Two
adjustments were made. Firstly the researchers developed an acronym to “jog” the
students” memories when writing. Secondly, one of the teachers added extrinsic rewards
for improvement in writing to provide motivation and challenge. It was not clear whether
all the teachers did this. Andrade et al.’s (2009) findings were based on scores for the
ELA tests conducted in 2006 and 2007, by grade level and sub group. The sub groups
were: African American students, special needs students and economically disadvantaged
students. They found that all but two of the categories of students (overall seventh-grade
students and African American seventh-grade students) percentages achieving a score of
3 or 4 improved. Grades six and eight improved by 7% and 15% respectively overall.
The most impressive improvements were for economically deprived students who
improved 20% for both grades six and eight. The seventh-grade scores showed fewer
gains. This may have been the result of the design of the test in seventh grade that did
not ask for an extended writing response. No psychometric tests of significance were
reported. Thought was given to using the rubrics, or modified forms thereof, developed in
Andrade et al.’s (2009) study, but some considerations supported the use of Spandel’s
(2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide. Andrade et al.’s (2009) rubrics were developed
for sixth and eighth grade; the current study participants were in fourth grade. Their

rubric was adjusted from the 6+1 Trait Rubric to encompass New York State standards.
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The current study was carried out in Florida. No psychometric data were provided to
support their rubrics as being more reliable or valid than the 6+1 Trait Rubric, and their
rubrics were used in a single study whereas the 6+1 Trait is widely disseminated
throughout the U. S.

Coe et al. (2012) conducted another study examining the impact of the 6+1 Trait
writing model on fifth-grade writing achievement. They collected data for their
clustered-randomized experimental study from 74 Oregon schools — 54 during academic
year 2008/2009 and 20 during academic year 2009/2010. They concluded that
improvements in three of the six traits were significant — organization, voice, and word
choice. The mean scores for the treatment group were higher than the control group for
the other three traits — ideas, sentence structure and conventions but not significant. The
Coe et al. (2012) study offered insight into the effectiveness of a 6+1 Trait model of
instruction including the use of the assessment. The current study did not follow the 6+1
Trait model, only used Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide for assessment
of student writing for the pretest and posttest. Furthermore, the Coe et al. (2012) study
examined the effect on fifth-grade students, and the current study examined what effect
participation in Writers’ Club had on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing.

Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide lends itself to formative
assessment, providing both teachers and students with the language of writing. This can
be used to encourage students to reflect on their own, and each other’s, writing rather
than depending solely on the teacher for feedback (Andrade et al., 2009). The 6+1 Trait
writing model was designed to help teachers teach and assess student writing. The

materials of the program are designed to “build teacher understanding ... and teacher
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knowledge of the characteristics of quality writing ... and to provide formative
assessment feedback to students” (Kozlow & Bellamy, 2004, p. 4 and 5).

The 6+1 Trait model and its assessment rubric are widely disseminated
throughout the U.S. and other countries (Kozlow & Bellamy, 2004; Coe et al., 2012).
For the purpose of this study, the 6+1 Trait Writing Instruction was not the model of
instruction. Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide was used to evaluate
student writing.

Attitude towards Writing

One of the factors affecting writing performance is the attitude towards writing
(Williams, 2012). So, the effect of the Writers’ Club on students’ attitude towards
writing was also examined. This was based on two perspectives. The first was the
premise that those students with a positive attitude are more likely to choose to write and
to spend time writing (Graham, Berninger & Fan, 2007). The second perspective was
that students’ experiences when engaging with writing influence their development of
positive or negative attitudes towards writing (Kear et al., 2000).

There have also been studies that have found that students’ attitude towards
writing becomes less positive as they progress through the grades (Knudsen, 1991, 1992,
1993). Despite searches in the following databases ERIC, ProQuest dissertations &
theses, Latin-American Newsstand, and PsychINFO, no relevant articles were found
relating to Hispanic/ Latino fourth-grade students’ attitude to writing using keywords:
fourth-grade, Hispanic, Latino, writing, and attitude, in a variety of combinations.
Assessing the students’ attitude before they participated in Writers’” Club provided data

regarding the attitude the students hold towards writing and potentially their willingness
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to participate in writing activities. Conducting the assessment of their attitudes towards
writing after participation provided data for related to their writing attitudes after
engaging in writing activities.

Being knowledgeable about students’ attitude concerning writing can potentially
benefit writing instructional practices (Kear et al., 2000). Students’ positive attitude to
writing becomes less positive as they progress through the grades (Kear et al., 2000,
Knudsen, 1991, 1992, 1993). Barnard (2002) found that relinquishing the teacher-
centered model of instruction in favor of a writing workshop, together with the benefit of
feedback from multiple sources, resulted in greater enjoyment of writing. Participation in
Writers” Club had the potential to build on students’ sociocentricity and, with its reduced
focus on teacher-centeredness, encourage a more positive attitude towards writing.
Gathering data to enhance the understanding of ways to maintain or improve positive
attitudes was valuable. Finally, given the lack of evidence regarding the attitude
Hispanic students hold towards writing this study presented a base line regarding their
attitude towards writing.

Summary

Based on national assessments, overall, only 25% of students write at a proficient
or advanced level according to NAEP. Hispanic students perform less well than their
White counterparts, with approximately 13% writing proficiently. When Floridian
students’ scores are examined their results are commensurate with the national results.
There is very little difference in the percentages between M-DCPS and the state. During
the 2012 FCAT assessment there was a significant drop in the average scores in MDCPS

possibly attributable to the disproportionate number of Hispanic students in the district,
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many of whom are English language learners. The aforementioned percentages have
remained static for 17 years. It is important for students to write proficiently if they are to
be successful in college and career.

The introduction of the CCSS has placed a greater focus on writing. The Florida
Standards closely reflect the CCSS. The degree of rigor for writing has been increased,
particularly regarding the adherence to the conventions of customary English and the
inclusion of details (ideas).

Providing instruction under the aegis of clubs has shown some success, according
to a number of studies (Heller, 2006; McCarry & Greenwood, 2009; Polleck, 2010;
Raphael, Florio-Ruane, & George, 2001; Raphael & McMahon, 1994). Reading clubs
have been shown to be beneficial to reading enhancement. Extending the concept of the
club to writing, McCarry and Greenwood (2009) conducted a qualitative study with a
Writers” Lunch Club. Their study was the foundation of the proposed study.

Spandel’s (2013) 6 Trait writing assessment, as epitomized in her Teacher Six-
Point Writing Guide, has been determined to be in line with best practice. This is the
instrument that was used to evaluate students’ writing in the current study. It is ideally
designed to provide scores for overall writing skills, the adherence to the conventions of
customary English, and the inclusion of details (ideas) that were statistically analyzed for
significance.

Students’ attitude towards writing becomes less positive as they progress through
the grades (Knudson, 1991, 1992, 1993). Since attitude towards writing is instrumental in

students’ willingness to engage in writing and the attention they give to their work the
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current study examined the effect of participation in a Writers’ Club on students’ attitude
towards writing.

The Writing Attitude Survey that was used to analyze students’ attitude towards
writing was developed by Kear et al. (2000). It was specifically designed for use with

students between K-12.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
The focus of the current study was to examine the effect of participation in
Writers” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing; particularly as it related to
their incorporation of details (ideas) and their adherence to the conventions of customary
English as well as their overall writing skill. Also, their attitude toward writing was
examined. Sixty, fourth-grade, Hispanic students provided a writing sample and
completed a writing attitude survey prior to participating in one of three writing
conditions: Writers’ Club, At Home Writing Group and a group with no extra writing.
After the intervention, they provided a second writing sample and completed the writing
attitude survey a second time. Forty, fourth-grade, Hispanic students participated in one
of the two treatment conditions. Twenty-two, fourth-grade, Hispanic students participated
in Writers’ Club that lasted for 24, 30-minute, meetings over an 8-week period. The
meetings included a variety of writing activities designed to facilitate growth in overall
writing. The activities were designed to facilitate the inclusion of details (ideas) and
conformity to conventions of English. Eighteen, fourth-grade, Hispanic students
participated in the At Home Writing Group. This ran concurrently with the Writers’
Club. Students spent 90 minutes per week engaged in a variety of writing activities at
home. A comparison group of 20 fourth-grade, Hispanic students participated in a group
with no extra writing. All students received regular writing instruction and homework
This chapter presents the research design including the general and specific
research hypotheses. This is followed by the procedures of the study. Details are

provided regarding participant recruitment, teachers’ contribution, the Writers’ Club, the
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At Home Writing Group, the group with no extra writing, and the evaluators’
contribution. Data collection includes the administration of the pretest and posttest
writing samples, the administration of the pretest and posttest Writing Attitude Survey
and support for the use of the instruments. The chapter concludes with data analysis.
Resear ch Design
This intervention study followed a quasi-experimental, pretest-posttest, non-

equivalent group design. It examined the effect of extra writing using two treatment
conditions: participation in a Writers’ Club or participation in an At Home Writing Group
on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing. Based on national, statewide and local
assessment of students’ writing skills, approximately 75% of students write below a basic
level (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012a; Pretsky, Daane, & Jin, 2003). In
Florida, there was a considerable drop in the writing scores in 2012 (Geisinger et al,
2012) and the standards relating to the inclusion of details (ideas) and adherence to the
conventions of customary English were made more stringent (Geisinger et al., 2012;
FDOE, 2005-2013d). Thus the current study focused on overall writing development, the
incorporation of details (ideas) and the command of the conventions of customary
English. In addition, students’ attitude to writing becomes less positive as they progress
through the grades (Kear et al, 2000; Knudsen, 1991, 1992, 1993) and no research on
fourth-grade Hispanic students’ attitude to writing was found. Thus the students’ attitude
to writing was examined. The goal was to answer the research questions:

e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic

students’ overall writing?
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e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ incorporation of ideas in their writing?
e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ use of appropriate conventions of customary English?
e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ attitude towards writing?
Hypotheses
General Research Hypothesis One.
Hypothesis 1: There is a relationship between participation in a writers’ club and the
overall writing of fourth-grade, Hispanic students.
Specific resear ch hypothesis 1.
Fourth-grade, Hispanic students who participate in the Writers’ Club will achieve
significantly higher mean scores for their overall writing than students who participate in
the At Home Writing Group or who are in the No Extra Writing group, when their
writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide
and controlled for pretest scores.
Subordinate hypothesesfor Hi.
Members of the Writers’ Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for their
overall writing than students who participate in the At Home Writers Group, when their
writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide
and controlled for pretest scores.
Members of the Writers’ Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for

their overall writing than students who are in the No Extra Writing group, when their
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writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide
and controlled for pretest scores.

Members of the At Home Writing Group will achieve significantly higher mean
scores for their overall writing than students who are in the No Extra Writing group,
when their writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point
Writing Guide and controlled for pretest scores.

General Research Hypothesis Two.

Hypothesis 2: There is a relationship between participation in a writers’ club and the
ability to incorporate details (ideas) in the writing of fourth-grade, Hispanic students.
Specific resear ch hypothesis 2.

Fourth-grade, Hispanic students who participate in the Writers’ Club will achieve
significantly higher mean scores for their incorporation of details (ideas) in their writing
than students who participate in the At Home Writing Group or who are in the No Extra
Writing group, when their writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher
Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for pretest scores.

Subordinate hypothesesfor Ho.

Members of the Writers” Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for their
incorporation of details (ideas) in their writing than students who participate in the At
Home Writers Group, when their writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013)
Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for pretest scores.

Members of the Writers” Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for

their incorporation of details (ideas) in their writing than students who are in the No Extra
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Writing group, when their writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher
Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for pretest scores.

Members of the At Home Writing Group will achieve significantly higher mean
scores for their incorporation of details (ideas) in their writing than students who are in
the No Extra Writing group, when their writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s
(2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for pretest scores.

General Research Hypothesis Three.

Hypothesis 3: There is a relationship between participation in a writers’ club and the
ability to adhere to the conventions of customary English in the writing of fourth-grade,
Hispanic students.

Specific resear ch hypothesis 3.

Fourth-grade, Hispanic students who participate in the Writers’ Club will achieve
significantly higher mean scores for their ability to adhere to the conventions of
customary English in in their writing than students who participate in the At Home
Writing Group or who are in the No Extra Writing group, when their writing samples are
evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for
pretest scores.

Subordinate hypothesesfor Hs.

Members of the Writers” Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for their
ability to adhere to the conventions of customary English in their writing than students
who participate in the At Home Writers Group, when their writing samples are evaluated
using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for pretest

SCOres.
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Members of the Writers’ Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for
their incorporation of details (ideas) in their writing than students who are in the No
Extra Writing group, when their writing samples are evaluated using Spandel’s (2013)
Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for pretest scores.

Members of the At Home Writing Group will achieve significantly higher mean
scores for their ability to adhere to the conventions of customary English in their writing
than students who are in the No Extra Writing group, when their writing samples are
evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide and controlled for
pretest scores.

General Research Hypothesis Four.

Hypothesis 4: There is a relationship between participation in a writers’ club and attitude
towards writing of fourth-grade, Hispanic students.

Specific resear ch hypothesis 4.

Fourth-grade, Hispanic students who participate in the Writers’ Club will achieve
significantly higher mean scores for their responses to the Writing Attitude Survey than
students who participate in the At Home Writing Group or who are in the No Extra
Writing group, when controlled for pretest scores.

Subordinate hypothesesfor Ha.

Members of the Writers” Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for their
responses to the Writing Attitude Survey than students who participate in the At Home

Writing Group, when controlled for pretest scores.
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Members of the Writers’ Club will achieve significantly higher mean scores for
their responses to the Writing Attitude Survey than students who are in the No Extra
Writing group, when controlled for pretest scores.

Members of the At Home Writing Group will achieve significantly higher mean
scores for their responses to the Writing Attitude Survey than students who are in the No
Extra Writing group, when controlled for pretest scores.

Procedures
Participant Recruitment

Fourth-grade students attending a Miami-Dade County Public School were
recruited to participate in the study. The students in fourth grade were offered the
opportunity to participate. Students with ESOL levels 1 and 2 status were excluded
because these students were deemed to lack sufficient command of English to benefit
from the intervention. All the students in the study were identified as Hispanic. All the
students in the study qualified for free or reduced lunches. All the students in the study
fell within the expected age band for fourth grade (age nine at September 1, 2014). Of
the 60 students in the study, 39 were boys and 21 were girls.

Once the appropriate approvals had been obtained, the researcher met with the
principal to discuss the recruitment of participants, the appropriate way of addressing the
logistics of setting up the study and to arrange meetings with the teachers, students and
parents. Owing to the impending holidays, the principal suggested that the Parent
Information Letter and Consent Form be distributed by the teachers immediately. Two
copies were sent out, on consecutive days, at the end of November. The proposal was for

the students to join an after-school writers’ club, during the Spring Term. Each meeting
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would last for 90 minutes and take place three times per week for an 8-week period. The
responses were very poor. Parents were unwilling for their students to participate most
citing previous commitments and/or transport difficulties. The principal of the school
was still anxious for the study to go ahead.

A meeting with the fourth grade teachers was convened, with the principal
present. The agenda (Appendix B) covered an introduction to the researcher, an
explanation of the three conditions: Writers’ Club, At Home Writing Group and No Extra
Writing group; the teachers’ involvement and any questions. During this meeting, it was
decided that Writers’” Club could be conducted during school time, if adjustments to the
daily schedule were made. The meetings would have to be reduced to 30 minutes each,
but would still take place three times a week. The teachers were asked for their best
recommendations for timing, and a schedule was established. The Parent Information
Letter and Consent Form required only minor revisions. The new letter outlined the
study. The conditions were explained: the Writers” Club meetings would take place
during school hours and last for 30 minutes each. To distinguish them from the original
letters, the new letters were printed on yellow paper. The teachers handled the
distribution and collection of the revised Parent Information Letter and Consent Form
(Appendix C). The teachers indicated that they preferred the researcher to administer the
Writing Attitude Survey. The time for the researcher to visit the school to talk to the
students was arranged. Amendments to the IRB approval were sought and approved.

The researcher visited each of the school’s fourth-grade classrooms. The meeting
with the students followed an agenda (Appendix D). What was involved in the study was

explained to the students, including an outline of the various groups and what each
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entailed. The students were told that the first treatment group would consist of 25 fourth-
grade students who would participate in Writers’ Club. The club would meet three times
per week for 30 minutes.

The second treatment group would consist of another 25 fourth-grade students
who would participate in the At Home Writing Group. Each student in the At Home
Writing Group would be provided with a folder of writing activities to be completed at
home. The folders would be distributed and collected on the same day each week. There
would be a writing log within the folder that should be filled out by the student and
initialed by a parent to verify the accuracy of the information on the form.

The remaining fourth-grade students would receive no extra writing. All students
would receive regular classroom instruction and homework. The study would last for an
8-week period during the spring semester.

The students were asked to think about each of the groups and decide which they
would like to belong to. They were informed that all the groups were equally important
and that they could choose not to participate at all. Student assent forms (Appendix E)
were passed out during this meeting. The students decided which group they wanted to
belong to and signed the forms. Discussion was held regarding dropping out and joining
late.

During the researcher’s visit to the first classroom, one student wanted to know if
he could change his mind before the Writers’ Club started and what would happen if he
decided he didn’t want to participate. The researcher explained that he could change his
mind prior to the club starting and switch to another group if he wanted to. It was

explained that he could drop out of his chosen group at any time but if the study had
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already started he would not be able to switch groups. This was explained to each of the
classes.

The students were told to discuss their participation with their parents. They were
also advised that their participation was dependent on the researcher receiving their
parents’ consent, they were provided with an additional Parent Information Letter and
Consent Form (Appendix C) and reminded that the form that needed to be completed was
the yellow one. The students were told that their parents would also be invited to a
special meeting, so they could be informed about the project. Each student was given an
announcement, in English and Spanish, to give to their parents, inviting them to the
meeting.

All fourth-grade students’ parents and teachers were invited to attend a meeting at
the school, where a full explanation of the study was given, following the agenda
(Appendix F). Consent forms (Appendix C) were obtained from the parents who wished
their children to participate in the study.

Parents were offered the opportunity to select which condition they would prefer
for their child. Two parents indicated a preference different from that of their children.
One set of parents indicated that they did not want their child to participate in any way at
all. That student’s writing samples and Writing Attitude Surveys were eliminated from
the data. Another mother indicated that she preferred her child to participate in a
different group from the one indicated by the child. This was discussed with the child.
She was offered the choice of belonging to the group selected by her mother or joining

the No Extra Writing group. She decided that she would join the group her mother had
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given permission for her to join. The due date for receipt of parent consent letters was set
one week after the explanatory meeting and before the Writers’ Club began.

Students were accepted into the different conditions based on indicated
preferences. Of the 69 students in the fourth grade, six did not qualify because of their
ESOL status, one student’s parents declined to have their child participate, one student
was unable to produce a pretest writing sample, and one student completed a pretest
writing sample but left the school prior to the intervention starting. None of the students
was eliminated from the group they selected based on over-subscription. Twenty-two
students joined Writers’ Club, 18 students joined the At Home Writing Group and 20
students participated in the group with no extra writing. All students received regular
writing instruction and homework.

Teachers Contribution

The fourth-grade teachers were asked to collect two writing samples from the
students. The first sample was collected prior to the intervention, the pretest, and the
second sample was collected after the intervention, the posttest. The teachers made
arrangements for the researcher to visit the classroom before and after the intervention to
administer the Writing Attitude Survey. The teachers arranged a schedule for the
researcher to visit the classrooms on a weekly basis to deliver and collect the At Home
Writing Group’s folders. The teachers dispersed and collected the At Home Writing
Group folders to the students and communicated with the researcher regarding folders

handed in late and students’ absences.
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Activitiesand Materials

The writing activities developed for use by the students in the Writers” Club were
designed to target the adherence to the conventions of customary English and the
inclusion of details (ideas) in writing. The adherence to conventions of customary
English were primarily addressed through unpunctuated sentences being written on the
white-board. These were then discussed by the students, initially with the help of the
researcher-guide. As the students became progressively more adept at correcting the
sentences the researcher-guide relinquished her role of authority figure and took on the
role of observer, while the students discussed the sentence and decided what to do. This
was done to be in line with the theoretical framework of the study. Brufee (1984)
encouraged teachers to relinquish the role of authority and return to that of peer. He
further argued that when students help each other their work improved. Cambourne
(2001) argued that engagement is a critical element in learning. It is initiated when
students make connections with demonstrations and perceive themselves a capable doers
of what was demonstrated. As a result, as soon as the students demonstrated confidence
in their ability to correct the sentences the researcher-guide encouraged them to do so.
This also aligns will with Cambourne’s (2001) position regarding responsibility.
Students need to take responsibility for their own growth (See Appendix G, Lesson Plans
and Reflections).

The students were provided with a plethora of texts. The inclusion of details
(ideas) was addressed through the two primary text types incorporated in the Writers’
Club. The students first wrote letters and then essays. The letters were based on the text

Goldilocks and the Three Bears and involved taking a stance and writing to another
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character in the book. The students were encouraged to go beyond the text and develop
the details of their letters using their own ideas. This was in line with Cambourne’s
(1995, 2001) conditions of immersion, responsibility and engagement. They had been
provided with a demonstration and were expected to take responsibility for their decision
making regarding what to include (see Lesson Plans Appendix G).

When the Writers’ Club members moved on to write essays there was an overall
content area. This was Florida because this is in line with the expectations for students in
Grade 4. This topic was refined to the Everglades. The students were allowed to choose
what they wanted to write about within this overarching topic. They were provided with
graphic organizers and instructed in how to use them. They were also taught how to
conduct research using model texts to gather details to add to their essays. The gradual
steps the students made towards their final products were conducted under many of
Cambourne’s conditions of learning (See Appendix G, Lesson Plans and Reflections), but
in particular, use, approximation, engagement,

At all times the researcher-guide communicated her expectations, that the students
would be successful at whatever they were engaged with (Cambourne, 2001).

Similarly, the materials provided to the At Home Writers’ Group were selected
with care. To target adherence to the conventions of customary English, each week the
students had an activity related to an aspect of conventions. These activities included
things like word building, sentence building, connectives etc. To target the inclusion of
details (ideas), there were activities which encouraged creativity. These addressed

informational writing through report writing, writing a news article or making a family
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encyclopedia and narrative writing through a variety of prompts beginning “Imagine you
area....”

Each week, the At Home Writers’ Group had a Free Choice activity allowing the
participants to take responsibility for their growth. It also allowed them to follow their
personal interest, rather than being dictated to by the prompt. Nevertheless, there were a
variety of prompts to encourage those who might have been experiencing “writers’
block”, but which encouraged the inclusion of details.

Writers Club

The Writers’ Club took place three days per week, for 24 sessions, over an eight-
week period. Each Writers’ Club meeting lasted for 30 minutes. The meetings took
place on consecutive days, in the early afternoon, immediately after lunch. The
researcher-guide supervised the Writers’ Club meetings. There were other school
personnel on the premises but not involved in the Writers’ Club. Students came to the
club, after being dismissed by their teachers 5 minutes before the starting time of the
meetings.

Careful consideration was given to the setting in which the Writers’ Club took
place. Cambourne (2000) identified the importance of the setting. He cited three
components that he referred to as “aspects of the classroom” (p. 512) that contribute to
student internalization of content. He argued that the “physical paraphernalia” (p. 512),
the “human behaviors” (p. 513) and the “programs (routines and events)” (p. 514) are all
elemental to the learning process. These aspects of learning together with what they
mean and how they were implemented in the Writers” Club are outlined in Table I,

below.
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Table 1

Cambourne’ s Aspects of the Classroom

Aspect Meaning of How “aspects of the classroom” (p. 512) were incorporated into the
Cambourne’s Writers’” Club
Aspect (2000)
Physical ~ Location and The Writers” Club meetings took place in a familiar setting, within the
Space environment — library. On three sides of the work space were filled book-shelves.
the “inanimate Books related to the topics being covered by the Writers’ Club, were
paraphernalia” also provided by the researcher-guide. Furniture was arranged to
(p- 512) present encourage student interaction. There was a single table which seated six
in the setting or eight students, other tables seated two or four students. There were
some individual tables. There was a rug on the floor. Students were
permitted to work at the tables or on the floor. There were a number of
computers, for students to use. The students had individualized, lined,
composition books and personal pencils to work with. There was lined,
loose-leaf paper available. As the Writers” Cub moved into the essay
writing portion there were a variety of graphic organizers available.
There was a Smart board and a white board available. The lighting
enabled all students to see and work with ease, and the temperature was
comfortable.
Human “Human The human components consisted of the researcher-guide and 22
Behaviors components” (p.  students. The researcher-guide promoted a pro-writing, pro-reading
513) - conduct atmosphere, and encouraged the students to be authors of their own
and actions success. She endeavored to engender a sense of student power. This
within the space ~ was done through providing the students with opportunities to determine
how the Club operated, and allowing them choices regarding what they
wanted to write. As an example, during the early meetings of the club
the students, with input from the researcher/guide developed the
Writer’s Club rules. An example of choice regarding what to write, the
students decided which character they wished to represent in their letter
writing and to whom they were writing. The researcher-guide
deliberately encouraged the students’ to believe in themselves as writers,
and to value their work. The researcher-guide focused on open
questions: How can you best express that point of view? What do you
mean by that? She also recapped what had been addressed and
summarized experiences during discussion.
Routines  Programs within  Instruction followed a regular routine (microprograms) — conventions
and the setting — experiences, discussion of an appropriate topic, writing time which
Events “microprograms”  included conferences. This provided students with a stable framework
and within which to work. Behind this planning lay the researcher-guide’s
“macroprograms”  expectations (macropograms). Her goals for the students included
(p- 514) having or developing a positive attitude towards writing, including many

details in written work, following the conventions of customary English,
conduct research through sustained reading from a variety of sources,
begin prepared to seek advice, be able to make decisions with regard to
writing, accepting errors as a natural part of the learning process,
making positive attempts to edit, being prepared for publication, etc.
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Familiarization with the setting took place during the first two meetings. The
tables were set up by the researcher-guide to provide the students with choices about
where and with whom to sit. The students were informed that the tables might be moved
or reorganized based upon the needs of the group at any given time. The first two
meetings set the stage for the start of the Writers’ Club proper and included an
introduction, providing the students with supplies, and establishing club rules and
behaviors. Building upon Cambourne’s theory of learning regarding space and the
behaviors therein, together with responsibility, appropriate behavior for the group was
discussed, and rules established. The students discussed and developed the “rules”, and a
poster was created to be clearly displayed at each meeting. The rules held a degree of
flexibility, if the group members decided that they did not fulfill the needs of the club
they could be changed by majority vote. This did not happen. The students were
encouraged to be attentive and to wait to ask questions or make comments. Following
Cambourne’s recommendations, the routine that would be followed during the meetings
was explained.

During meetings, focused guidance was provided regarding various conventions
(e.g. the use of capital letters, sentence endings and transitions followed by commas),
brainstorming ideas, and deciding on an appropriate organizational format. Further
guidance was provided on the selection of the most effective words, the structuring of
sentences and the incorporation of voice. The process approach to writing was
incorporated in the mini-lessons including drafting, revising, editing and publishing. This
was done in whole group sessions at the beginning of the meeting. The follow-up was

done in small group sessions or individually, based on student need. The goal of the
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project was to target including a main idea, supported by details, and the use of the
conventions of customary English. This can be evidenced through many genres:
narrative, informational (cause and effect, compare and contrast, persuasive, opinion,
etc.) and text types (letters, essays, poems, posters, advertisements, etc.). Students were
also guided to consider audience during their writing.

During the third meeting, the students were asked to punctuate a basic sentence
and to write a brief paragraph. This work was examined by the researcher-guide to
establish some of the areas that needed to be addressed in future meetings. They were
informal assessments designed to guide instruction.

The subsequent club meetings followed routines. They opened with discussion.
This covered either an unpunctuated sentence that was written on the board, or what
needed to be addressed in written work. When the meeting opened with an unpunctuated
sentence, discussion ensued and the corrected version was written in their notebooks.
Next, there was an introduction or review of a text type and a mini-lesson, as appropriate.
On occasion, prior to the students participating in writing time there was a State of the
Class (Calkins, 1994; Temple, Ogle, Crawford & Freppon, 2011) session, where the
students shared where they were in their writing. Everyone wrote during writing time;
students selected whether to work alone, with a partner or in a small group. When time
allowed, the researcher-guide wrote in her writing book.

Once the students were engaged in an appropriate activity, the researcher-guide
moved about the classroom, providing support and conferencing with students
individually. The student conference most often took the form of a one-to-one interaction

with the researcher-guide to address specific writing skills. On occasion, the conference
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might involve a small group of students facing similar challenges. Conferences were
instigated by either the student or the researcher-guide. The student could postpone a
researcher-guide instigated conference. At the end of writing time, the students tidied up.

Opportunities were provided for the students to share their work. The students
participated in a whole group sharing time. Prior to this, they engaged in a session where
“how to be an audience” was discussed. The students were introduced to the concept of
providing constructive feedback: how to phrase what they want to say so it would not be
hurtful but would be helpful to the writer.

After each meeting of Writers’ Club, the researcher-guide wrote reflections,
elaborating on the procedures that took place during the meeting (See Appendix G).
Notes were taken regarding how well the timeframe was adhered to and if any
circumstances arose that required deviation from the planned activities for the meeting.
Notes were also taken regarding individual students’ progress, concerns, successes, and
challenges. These observations resulted in revisions to the plans for the following
meeting, and revisions were carefully noted (Appendix G).

The students wrote on topics of their choice. The text types that were included
were letters and essays. Letters were the focus of the club during the meetings up to
meeting seven, after that essays were the focus.

The letter writing focused on expressing a point of view, incorporating details
(ideas) and following conventions of customary English. The researcher-guide read
Goldilocks and the Three Bears by Vera Southgate (Appendix H, Book 1) aloud to the
students. They were encouraged to take a position; that of Goldilocks or one of the three

bears, and write to one of the other characters expressing their feelings regarding what

72



had happened in the story. They were guided to consider the recipient and include ideas
from the text. Furthermore, they were encouraged to elaborate based on their experience
or by thinking of consequences of the actions and to add details accordingly. For
example, one student took the role of Baby Bear and expressed how he had been looking
forward to his breakfast of porridge and was frustrated to find it had been eaten. He went
on to say, Mama Bear had to cook a different breakfast that was less to his taste. Another
student took the role of Papa Bear, writing to Goldilocks to express his annoyance. He so
enmeshed himself in the character that he referred to “my wife” and “my son” in his letter
and demanded an apology for them both.

The students were exposed to the correct format for a letter, including how to
punctuate addresses, salutations, and closing phrases. They had to create addresses for
themselves and their recipient; this challenged their imaginations regarding what would
be appropriate and realistic. Some students chose to work alone, and others chose to
work with a friend. Most either chose to work with a friend who was taking the same
stance, or with a friend who was taking the role of the character to whom they were
writing. They discussed what to say and how to say it. The discussions were lively and
interesting. Initially, they needed guidance to extend their ideas beyond those in the
book. Once the concept had been discussed, and they appreciated that they could do this,
they did it. All the students wrote rough drafts before creating a final copy. They
received oral feedback from their peers and both oral and written feedback from the
researcher-guide. The letter writing was completed with a read aloud by the students,
sharing their letters and receiving oral peer and researcher-guide feedback on the final

iteration (Meeting 8, Appendix G).
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Meeting 9 opened the essay writing portion. The researcher-guide introduced the
Everglades as the umbrella area of study. This was selected keeping in mind that fourth-
grade students focus on a study of Florida. The Everglades is a unique ecosystem of
great importance to life in Florida, especially South Florida. First, to whet their appetites
an informational picture book (Appendix H, Book 8) was shown to the students. It
covered multiple aspects of the Everglades and generated many observations and
comments. Then, to demonstrate informational text and to take a particular aspect of the
Everglades wildlife, Manatees by Patricia A. Fink (Appendix H, Book 9) was read aloud.
The reading of this text was conducted over two meetings. At the conclusion of the
reading, the students were asked to discuss the format of informational text. They were
then advised that they would be able to choose a topic they would like to research and
write about, based on the Everglades. The researcher-guide provided a plethora of books
for the students to browse through (Appendix H) and use for research.

Once the students had selected a topic they wished to write about, they conducted
research. Most students chose one of the books provided by the researcher-guide as a
starting point. A selection of graphic organizers, sourced from Florida Center for
Reading Research (C.015.SS1, C.015.SS2, C.015.223, C.015.SS4, C017.SS1, C.07.SS2,
C.017.SS3, C.017.SS4, C.018.SS1, C.018.SS2, and C.018.SS3), were provided.
Explanations of how to use the graphic organizers were provided. The instruction was
given regarding how to take notes from the text, whether it be books, magazines or web
sources. The students were given opportunities to use the school’s computers during
Writers” Club meetings, to conduct research. They were also encouraged to continue

with their research out of the meetings. The students selected an appealing graphic

74



organizer, or created one in their notebooks, and using a variety of sources wrote notes.
Once they reached a point where they believed they had sufficient information to begin
writing, they wrote rough drafts. The rough drafts were shared with peers and received
oral feedback. At a minimum, the researcher-guide provided written feedback every third
meeting, oral feedback was given during conferences and in general terms on an as need
basis.

Students were able to use computers for their writing or pencil and paper; they
were encouraged to take notes by hand before moving to working on the computer. All
the students chose to write their final products in their notebooks. Students were
encouraged, as part of the concept of belonging to a club, to discuss their progress with
peers, providing or seeking guidance, support or an audience, at their discretion. The
work related to the Everglades was an extended writing project over many sessions, as
had been the letter writing experience. The sharing time for the Everglades project took
place during Meeting 17.

Meeting 18 was playful. The students played “quick write” games. They did a
One Minute Write, where they had to write down as many random words as they could
against the timer and then do it again to see if they could improve their score. It was
stressed that the only competition was against oneself. What others achieved was
irrelevant. They were then asked to think quickly of a topic they knew a lot about and
were asked to write for 10 minutes on that topic; it could be anything. At the end of the
meeting the students were asked to think of a topic they would like to write about during
the next meeting, over a short time frame. During meeting 19, they had an 18-minute

window to write about the topic they had thought about, and 10 minutes to share it.
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Meeting 20 focused on the upcoming writing assessment. Strategies were discussed, and
encouragement given, after the conventions exercise had been completed.

The final two meetings were focused on an essay written over a short time frame.
The students were offered graphic organizers if they wanted to use them. A topic of My
Best Friend was suggested but not mandated. Sharing time was allocated at the end of
the last meeting before the posttest took place. The lesson plans for all the meetings can
be found in Appendix G.

Cambourne’s (1995, 2001) Conditions for Learning were paramount in all the
meetings. What these are, what is meant by them and how they were incorporated in the
Writers Club can be seen in Table 2
Table 2

Cambourne’s Conditions for Learning

Condition Meaning of How the “Conditions for Learning” were incorporated into the
Conditions for Writers® Club.
Learning (1995,
2001)

Immersion The state of Periodically, the researcher-guide conducted a read-aloud. Many
being steeped in  model texts were made available for students to study. Students
both aural and engaged in sustained silent reading to conduct research, and used a
visual stimuli variety of sources. Writing time constituted a large proportion of

the meeting time (from 10-20 minutes).

Demonstration  Experiencing Model texts provided demonstrations of how texts are constructed

multifaceted and used. Practical demonstrations, by the researcher-guide, of how

exposure to text  to construct and use text were provided meeting by meeting

covering needed skill experiences. The researcher-guide conducted
write-alouds to demonstrate the use of appropriate conventions. She
also wrote in view of the students, and read what she had written
aloud to them, commenting on her thinking as she went along. Joint
development of graphic organizers was done with the whole group
to demonstrate the inclusion of details (ideas), and how
informational text is constructed.

(continued)
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Condition Meaning of How the “Conditions for Learning” were incorporated into the
Conditions for Writers” Club.

Learning (1995,
2001)

Engagement Intentional, The researcher-guide communicated the importance of becoming a
attentive, active  skillful writer. Students contributed ideas, and made suggestions, as
participation by  practical demonstrations. Students were supported in their
both the teacher  perception of themselves a capable doers of that which was
and students. demonstrated, and encouraged to experiment. Their attempts were

valued. The students used their journals to emulate both the practical
demonstrations and the model texts. They had opportunities to share
their process and products one-to-one, with a small group, and with
the whole group. When revising sentences which failed to follow
conventions of customary English students engaged with each other
and the researcher-guide to make corrections. Students were
provided with graphic organizers to gather details (ideas) for their
writing and were offered opportunities to discuss their thinking with
each other and with the researcher/guide. Students had time to
produce their independent work and share it.

Expectations Messages for The students were made aware of the high expectations that the
success researcher-guide held of their likelihood of success. Explicit
communicated instruction was provided, demonstrating what “good” writer do.
by significant The researcher-guide promoted open relationship between herself
others. The and the students, as well as between the students and each other.
teacher holds The students’ confidence in themselves was fostered through non-
the conviction threatening support and constructive feedback within group
that all students  meetings and individual conferences. The researcher-guide
will become encouraged mixed ability flexible grouping that avoided negative
good writers expectations.

Responsibility ~ Encouraging The researcher-guide engaged the students in taking responsibility
students to make for the development of the rules of the club, to clarify expected
decisions and behaviors while participating in the club. The rules recognized the
choices about common goals of the club, and set parameters for appropriate
learning, behavior. Students were enfranchised regarding what to do through

opportunities to express verbally what they intend to work on, and
what targets they wish to set for themselves during individual
conferences. The researcher-guide checked up with students by
means of conferences to clarify progress towards goals. Students
were encouraged by open ended questions regarding how to
progress through their writing to reflect on to take responsibility for
their learning. Students were expected to justify their position
wherever possible.

Approximation Mistakes are our  Errors were accepted, examine and regarded as approximation rather

friends” (p.
415), failed
attempts should
be viewed
positively.

than inadequacy, as measured steps towards goals. Support was
given to facilitate each child’s growth, based on his/her
demonstrated needs. It was important that students observed the
researcher-guide making purposeful mistakes and correcting them,
demonstrating that our mistakes help us to progress and that they are
not debilitating.

(continued)

77



Condition Meaning of How the “Conditions for Learning” were incorporated into the
Conditions for Writers” Club.

Learning (1995,
2001)

Use Opportunities to  Students were given time to practice what they were learning within
practice writing  their own writing. They were encouraged to talk through what they
in authentic were doing, and how they planned to proceed during discussion
ways. sessions and writing time. They were provided with opportunities to

engage in writing to solve specific problems, and address specific
purposes.

Response Meaningful Students were provided with feedback in sharing sessions, during
response from one-to-one conferences with the researcher-guide, and by means of
significant their notebooks, at least once a week. During early meetings of the

others in regards
to goals and
how to achieve
them.

club, constructive criticism was demonstrated. Students were
exposed to positive feedback. Such constructive criticism was given
in a non-threatening manner, pertinent to their writing, in
manageable quantities, and as suggestions to be considered.

To demonstrate what Cambourne’s Conditions for Learning looked like during

the Writers’ Club, the following is an excerpt taken from the researcher-guide’s reflection

on a randomly selected meeting (Meeting 21, see Appendix G).

Eight students arrived promptly for the meeting. I told them we would focus on

the use of quotation marks and that they could write down the sentences and see if they

could punctuate them while we awaited the other students (Approximation, Use).

Gradually, the others trickled in. As each group appeared they became more rowdy.

They all wrote down the sentences that were:

Quotation marks indicate speech.

Jensi said, “Good morning, Ms. Helen.”

“It is hot, today.” said Leo.

Then we addressed a very difficult sentence: “Maikel,” said Vanessa, “is going to

the zoo.” The punctuation is critical. Revise it, and it changes who is going to the zoo.

Maikel said, “Vanessa is going to the zoo.” (Demonstration). The students were

intrigued by this sentence (Approximation). We discussed it and various volunteers
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began to read the two different punctuations expressively, all but one of the students

understood what was happening (Engagement, Immersion, Use). I was able to

demonstrate how important punctuation is. One student, JA, said, “Now I get why it is so
important.” This exercise took up the bulk of the meeting. One student, NL, indicated he
was finished so I allowed him to return to class. I attempted to ask them how the writing
test had gone on Monday, but someone called out, “Can’t we just write.” So I said,
“Yes,” and for the final five to ten minutes of the meeting they wrote about whatever they

wished (Engagement, Immersion; Responsibility).

Conferences: Four students (JB, FC, AN and JD) had 1 minute conferences with
(Expectations; me saying that they couldn’t think of anything, I told each of them
Response) if they started with, “Today, I got out of bed and ...” they would be

able to get started. They all did; three of the four students wrote
about something completely different once they put their pencils to
the paper.
Time was quickly up. I told them their writing would be their ticket out the door. The
students each brought their books, open at their work, for me to see. Some had written
quite prolifically, considering the impromptu nature of the task. They placed their books

in the box and deposited their pencils in the jar, before leaving (Responsibility, Routines).

Each meeting was different but all the meetings incorporated some, if not all of
Cambourne’s Conditions for Learning, in some form. His Aspects of the Classroom were
most often identified during the early meetings. However, those conditions regarding
physical space, behaviors within the space and routines and events therein were in

evidence during all the meetings.
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The At Home Writing Group

The At Home Writing Group consisted of 18 students. Each week all students
were provided with a colored folder containing a writing log (Appendix I), seven
different writing activities and five loose-leaf sheets of paper. The writing log had to be
completed by the student to indicate that activities had been completed and, how long the
activities had been worked on each day. Parents were asked to sign off on the logs, by
initialing the appropriate column, confirming that the student worked for the time
specified. The students were informed that they could do any or all of the activities, as
time permitted, and that they could repeat or retain activities from one week to the next if
they wished. They were expected to give equivalent time to these activities as the
Writers’ Club students gave to attending meetings; 90 minutes per week. The time could
be broken up as the student desired.

Some of the writing activities were sourced from a variety of Internet-based sites
offering free access to educational materials, others were developed by the researcher-
guide. Tables 3-10 provide details regarding the activities that were provided to the At

Home Writing Group week by week.
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Table 3

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 1

Item Title Source
1 Word Building Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6602-building-
words
2 Making an Retrieved from
lustrated http://www.education.com/activity/article/Vocabulary Book fourt
Vocabulary Book h/
3 Write a Simile Retrieved from

Poem ... Starring

http://www.education.com/activity/article/pet-similies-poem/

Your Pet
4 Fast Fact Finding Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6663-finding-
key-points.gs
5 Dr. Martin Luther Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)
King, Jr
6 Me Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)
7 Free Choice Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)
Table 4

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 2

Item Title Source
1 Connectives Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6675-
connectives.gs
2 Note Taking Retrieved from
Exercise http://www.education.com/activity/article/Take Notes middle/
3 Write Jump Rope Retrieved from
Rhymes http://www.education.com/activity/article/jump-rope-rhymes/
4 Following Retrieved from
Instructions http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6664-
Reporting following-instructions.gs
5 Imagine you are a Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
Scientist
6 Compare and Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
Contrast
7 Free Choice Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
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Table 5

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 3

Item Title Source
1 Conjunctions Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6566-
conjunctions.gs
2 Personalized Retrieved from
recipe Book http://www.education.com/activity/article/recipe-book/
3 Write a Haiku Retrieved from
http://www.gigglepoetry.com/poetryclass/Haiku.html
4 Guess What? A Retrieved from
writing Game http://www.education.com/activity/article/guess what writing_ga
me_fourth/
5 Holidays Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
6 Imagine you are Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)

7

the Lead Singer in
a Music Band
Free Choice

Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)

Table 6

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 4

Item Title Source
1 Sentence Building Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6660-
compound-sentences.gs
2 Reported Speech Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6667-rewriting-
a-dialogue-removing-quotes
3 The Daily News Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/Daily News fourth/
4 How to Write a Retrieved from
Scary Story http://www.education.com/activity/article/write_a_spooky story f
ourth/
5 Living Retrieved from
Underwater http://www.education.com/files/241001 241100/241034/creative-
writing-prompt-03.pdf
6 Sample Retrieved from
Cinquains, http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/lesson_images/lesso
n43/RWT016-1.PDF
Cinquain Graphic  http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/lesson_images/lesso
Organizer, n43/RWT016-2.PDF
Cinquains http://www.readwritethink.org/files/resources/lesson_images/lesso
Reflections n51/cingreflection.pdf
7 Free Choice Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
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Table 7

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 5

Item Title Source
1 Paragraphs and Retrieved from
Punctuation http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6665-
punctuating-a-paragraph.gs
2 Make a Family Retrieved from
Encyclopedia http://www.education.com/activity/article/make a family encyclo
pedia/
3 Writing an Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
Acrostic Report
4 Couplet Poem Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/couplet-poem/
5 Write a Nutsy Retrieved from
News Story http://www.education.com/pdf/write-nutsy-news/
6 President Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
7 Free Choice Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
Table 8

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 6

Item Title Source
1 Prepositions Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6606-
prepositions-2.gs
2 Dream Journal Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/dream-journal/
3 Make a Fun Retrieved from
Brochure http://www.education.com/activity/article/make a fun brochure f
ourth/
4 Bio-poem Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
5 Important topic Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
6 No Electricity Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
7 Free Choice Developed by the Researcher (Appendix J)
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Table 9

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 7

Item

Title

Source

1

Colons, Semi-
colons and dashes

Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/6674-colons-
semicolons-and-dashes.gs

2 Be a Detail Artist Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/Detail Artist _fourth
3 Win the Pangram Retrieved from
Competition http://www.education.com/activity/article/win-pangram-
competition/
4 Create a Lipogram Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/create-lipogram/
5 Special Powers Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)
6 The Parts of a Retrieved from
Letter, https://www.teachervision.com/writing/printable/45999.html
Write a Letter
7 Free Choice Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)
Table 10

At Home Writing Group Activities — Week 8

Item Title Source
1 Clauses Retrieved from
http://www.greatschools.org/worksheets-activities/661 1-clauses-
parts-of-a-sentence.gs

2 Pantoum Poem Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/pantoum-poem/

3 Skeltonic Verse Retrieved from
http://www.education.com/activity/article/skeltonic-verse/

4 My Birthday Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)

5 No Phone Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)

6 Imagine You’re Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)

the Lead Singer in
a Music Band
Free Choice

Developed by Researcher (Appendix J)
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Free Choice was included every week, and could be repeated multiple times, at the
students’ discretion.
No Extra Writing Group

The remaining students in fourth grade formed the No Extra Writing group. They
received regular classroom instruction without additional activities.
Summary

The students participating in the Writers’ Club and the At Home Writing Group
engaged in extra writing but under different conditions. All the students received regular
classroom instruction and homework. Those eligible students who did not participate in
the Writers’ Club participated in either the At Home Writing Group or the No Extra
Writing group and acted as the comparison groups examining the value of extra writing
via Writers’ Club.
Evaluators Training and Contribution

Independent evaluators were sought from relevant doctoral and masters programs
at a South Florida university. Twelve individuals were offered the opportunity to be
evaluators, six accepted. The independent evaluators participated in a 1-day workshop to
explain the study. Each evaluator was provided with a folder containing a copy of the
PowerPoint presentation (Appendix K), each of the writing samples used for the
workshop and sufficient Teacher Six-Point Writing Guides to use with them. The
researcher introduced the study to the independent evaluators. They were informed that
the study would be conducted over eight weeks and that they would be required to
evaluate some samples of students’ writing gathered at the beginning and end of the

study. Once the introduction was completed, a PowerPoint presentation was made,

85



focusing on evaluating intermediate students’ writing samples using the 6 Traits. Each
trait was explained with examples taken from Spandel’s (2013) text. Spandel’s (2013)
Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide (p. 13) was introduced and explained in detail,
including a demonstration of how the continuum in the 6-point scale for each trait
worked. The evaluators were provided with examples of students’ writing, taken from
Spandel’s (2013) text. These are pre-scored in the text.

The PowerPoint presentation was interspersed with exercises in the evaluation of
writing samples. After the initial introduction to the 6 traits (Appendix K, Slide 2) the
evaluators were given two writing samples to examine without any instruction, The
Redwoods (Spandel, 2013, p. 8) and Mouse Alert (Spandel, 2013, p. 10). They were
asked to evaluate them, without a rubric, just using the terms for the six traits. They
examined the samples independently, first. Then, they discussed what they had focused
on for their evaluation. Lastly, they responded to focusing questions related to the two
samples (Appendix K, Slides 4 and 5).

The evaluators were provided with a copy of Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point
Writing Guide (p. 13) and asked to examine it focusing on the 6 Traits — Ideas,
Organization, Voice, Word Choice, Sentence Fluency and Conventions-Presentation
separated into columns. The evaluators were instructed that each trait was to be
examined in isolation. Instruction followed regarding Ideas (Appendix K, Slides 6-9),
then the evaluators were provided with two new writing samples, The Baseball (Spandel,
2013, p. 73) and Making Decisions (Spandel, 2013, p. 71). They were instructed to
examine the Ideas section of the rubric. The continuum was explained. There are six

levels of proficiency from 1, indicating minimal writing skill, to 6, indicating advanced
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writing skill. Each level contains five attributes related to the overall trait being
examined (in this case, Ideas), these the evaluators were asked to mark a, b, ¢, d, e, for
each level. It was explained that the writing sample should be evaluated for each
attribute on the scale from one to six, first a, then b, etc. The result would be one level
circled for each attribute. From this a score, out of six, could be derived for the trait; total
up all five scores and divide by five. If an evaluator was unable to decide squarely on a
level for an attribute they were advised to circle the two adjacent levels closest to their
evaluation and then divide the whole by six to arrive at a score for the trait under
consideration.

After both writing samples, The Baseball (Spandel, 2013, p. 73) and Making
Decisions (Spandel, 2013, p. 71), had been evaluated for Ideas, and each evaluator had
generated a score for the trait, all the evaluators shared their scores. Discussion ensued.
Finally, the researcher shared the score recommended by Spandel (2013), taken from the
text. The researcher-guide explained that the goal was not to score the sample the same
as Spandel (2013) had scored it, that was for guidance, but for the evaluators to learn to
score equivalent to each other to provide inter-rater reliability. The next trait to be
examined was Conventions (Appendix K, Slides 11-15); the evaluation process followed
the same procedure as Ideas. These two traits were given prominence owing to their
importance to the research questions of the study; though all the traits were covered
thoroughly. Each of the other traits was taken individually, following the same procedure
until the evaluators had examined the two writing samples, The Baseball (Spandel, 2013,

p. 73) and Making Decisions (Spandel, 2013, p. 71), for all six traits.
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Once the PowerPoint presentation was completed, the evaluators gradually
worked their way through each of the additional writing samples, A Strange Visitor
(Spandel, 2013, p. 176), Computing Batting Averages (Spandel, 2013, p. 111), Going
Veggie (Spandel, 2013, p. 76), Japan (Spandel, 2013, p. 235), Some Cartoons are Violent
(Spandel, 2013, p. 104) and Zeena and the Marshmellows (Spandel, 2013, p. 138). They
worked first independently to score the writing samples; then they were paired or
grouped to discuss what had influenced their thinking. The evaluators were given time to
discuss the writing samples and, based on their collaboration with peers, either changed
their scores or retained them. Once they believe they had finished their scoring, the
scores that Spandel (2013) determined as being appropriate for any given writing sample
were provided, and discrepancies were discussed.

Finally, when the researcher determined that the evaluators had examined
sufficient student writing samples to be evaluating similarly, they were given two student
writing samples Gorillas (Spandel, 2013, p. 275) and Marco Polo (Spandel, 2013, p. 208),
that they had not previously seen to evaluate without reference to their colleagues. These
two writing samples were submitted to the researcher for analysis, to determine inter-
rater reliability.

The independent evaluators examined and scored both the pretest and the posttest
writing samples submitted by the participants, returning them to the researcher for
analysis. The students’ writing samples were evenly distributed between the independent
evaluators, resulting in each evaluator examining either eight or nine samples each for the

pretest and the posttest.
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Data Collection
Administration of the Pretest and Posttest Writing Samples

The researcher delivered an appropriate number of writing sample materials to
each classroom. The students were asked to write an essay for 45 minutes, during regular
class time. The topic was My Family (Appendix L). The wording of the topic was
developed with the advice of the school principal and the researcher’s major professor.
Each student was provided with the prompt and a double-sided sheet of specially lined
paper. The first writing sample was collected prior to the start of the intervention and
constituted the pretest. The teachers were provided with instructions for test
administration to keep the conditions as similar as possible for all the students (Appendix
M). They were told they could provide the students with extra paper if it were needed.
The teachers collected the writing samples for onward transmission to the researcher.
This process was repeated at the end of the intervention. This constituted the posttest.
The wording on the teachers’ instructions was unchanged from pretest to posttest, except
identifying that the assessment was either the pretest or the posttest.

The writing samples were given to the researcher who removed all identifying
marks, creating a blind assessment. Writing assessment is improved when the assessors
do not know who wrote the paper (Graham, Harris, & Hebert, 2011). The researcher
made copies of all the writing samples. The copies were randomly transmitted to each of
the independent evaluators, together with sufficient Spandel’s Teacher Six-Point Writing
Guides. The researcher kept the originals in her possession. Each student writing sample
was identified by a four digit number. How the four digit number could be decoded to

identify the student was known only to the researcher. Scores for all the fourth-grade
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students’ writing samples were obtained; one for each trait, but most importantly for
ideas (details) and conventions, and an overall score for each writing sample was
calculated. Both the writing sample copy and the evaluation rubric were collected by the
researcher from the independent evaluators.

Administration of the Writing Attitude Survey

The teachers arranged a convenient time for the researcher to visit their
classrooms to conduct the pretest Writing Attitude Survey and repeat the process for the
posttest. The researcher provided each student with a copy of the Writing Attitude
Survey (Kear et al. 2000, pp16-21), this included a sheet showing the “Garfield” pictures
enlarged (Appendix N) with clearly written explanation of what each expression
represented.

Prior to the administration of the survey, the researcher went over the pictures and
the wording. The students were told to think about each question and circle the
expression that best showed what their feelings were, not what Garfield might feel. The
researcher read each question aloud, to control for any reading difficulties within the
group. The students were allowed time to think about the question and circle the
appropriate expression. Each question was identified by its number. When all the
questions on a single page were completed the researcher instructed the students to turn
over and locate the next numbered question before reading it. Once all the questions had
been answered, the researcher asked the students to return to the first page. With each
page, the researcher asked the students to ensure that each question had only one answer
circled, and then she asked the students to count the number of circles on each page: one

for each question. As each page was turned, the students checked that they had
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responded to each question and confirmed this with the researcher. Once the
administration of the Writing Attitude Survey was completed, the researcher collected all
the surveys, quickly checking that all the questions had a circled answer. In this manner,
the researcher ensured that all questions were answered. This was the pretest. After the
intervention was completed, the process was repeated, as the posttest.

The scoring of the Writing Attitude Survey followed a Likert scale format. Each
question elicited a response along a 4-point scale from very happy to very sad, using
Garfield expressions. A very happy expression received a score of four points, a
somewhat happy expression received a score of three points, a somewhat sad expression
received a score of two points and a very sad expression received a score of one point.
The points for all the items were added, to result in an overall attitude score. Both the
pretest and the posttest were scored by the researcher.

All fourth-grade students were included in the collection of the writing sample
and the administration of the survey, even those who would not be eligible to participate,
so as to make them feel comfortable. This was done at the suggestion of the school
principal. Once the data were collected the researcher removed the samples that were not
eligible.

I nstruments
Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide

The students’ writing samples were evaluated using Spandel’s (2013) Teacher
Six-Point Writing Guide, details of its use are provided in Evaluator Contribution. This is
a formative assessment allowing for “evaluation of instructional progress in relation to

proficiency standards ... data provide the opportunity for feedback, ... and can be used to
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inform whether the instruction worked” (Black & Dylan as cited by Kumar & Eyck,
2008, p. 4). The 6 Trait model is the most commonly used analytic writing model
(Cafree & Miller, 2007). It is widely distributed throughout the U.S. and its elements
align well with most states’ standards (Coe et al., 2012; Kozlow & Bellamy, 2004). It
correlates well with the holistic assessment used by the College Board (Coe et al., 2012)
but examines the individual characteristic that go together to create an effective written
product (Culham, 2003; Diederich, 1974; Murray, 1982; Purves, 1992; Spandel, 2013).
The National Writing Project uses the Analytic Writing Continuum that was based on the
6+1 Trait Writing model and provided data supporting inter-rater reliability over a period
of years together with test-retest reliability and a close correlation between the analytic
writing assessment and the holistic assessment (National Writing Project, 2012). As
evidence for inter-rater reliability, “At each scoring event, at least 15% of papers are
randomly selected to be read by two independent raters. Over the past eight years, inter-
rater reliability rates have ranged from 89 to 93 percent across attributes” (National
Writing Project, 2012, p. 2). To evidence test-retest reliability the consistency of the
standards of the Analytic Writing Continuum was monitored between 2008 and 2011
(See Figure 1), 500 papers were scored by two independent raters. “For each attribute,
the frequency distributions of scores from multiple years of scoring were plotted on a
single coordinate plane (i.e., all resemble the holistic graph below)” (National Writing

Project, 2012, p. 2).
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Figure 1. Holistic Scores Across all Grade Levels — 2008-2011
Reliability is improved if training is given to the assessors on how to score the
writing samples (Graham et al., 2011), this was conducted as part of the study, during the
professional development workshop. Another method for improving reliability is to
provide evaluators with examples of points on the scale (Graham et al., 2011). During
the professional development, the independent evaluators were exposed to a range of
examples, addressing traits separately and in combination. Independent evaluators scored
the example papers and discussed their differences to improve inter-rater reliability, these
are also strategies for improving reliability according to Graham et al. (2011).
The students’ attitude was examined using the Writing Attitude Survey developed

by Kear, Coffman, McKenna and Ambrosio (2000). This scale was developed
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specifically for Grades 1-12. It followed an attractive format and was designed to be
appropriate for group administration within a short period. The research to develop the
instrument initially included 54 items that after five separate analyses resulted in 28 items
that were identified as being highly reliable. The resultant instrument was administered to
over 1500 U.S. students and the reliability and evidence of validity were based on this
national sample. The Cronbach’s Alpha was calculated at each grade level, and the
coefficients ranged from .85 to .93, the Cronbach’s Alpha for the grade being targeted
(fourth-grade) was .85. Further, the authors indicate that content validity evidence was
gathered during the development of the instrument.

Data Analysis

Statistics included both descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. Descriptive
statistics included means, standard deviations, frequencies, and correlations. Inferential
statistics included F tests. Directional hypotheses were used, to increase power. As the
research design was quasi-experimental with a non-randomized control group, the groups
could not be assumed to be equivalent on the pretest. As a result, the pretest scores were
used, as a covariate, to adjust the posttest scores. SPSS (21) was used to conduct the
analysis. The results were declared significant if p <.05.

A two-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test the inter-rater
reliability of the scores of the independent evaluators assigned to assess the quality of the
students’ writing based on their writing samples for the overall writing score, the score
for ideas and the score for conventions.

Research hypotheses 1, 2, 3, were tested using univariate analysis of covariance

(ANCOVA), based on the three relevant score areas of Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-
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Point Writing Guide: the total score, ideas, and conventions. Like the other four scores:
organization, voice, sentence structure, and word choice are essential to the total score
they were also examined as points of interest. The pretest scores served as covariates. The
independent variable was the writing condition or group: participation in the Writers’
Club, the At Home Writing Group or the group with no extra writing. The dependent
variable was the aspect of writing under scrutiny.

Research Hypothesis 4 was also tested using univariate ANCOVA. An
ANCOVA was performed on the score of the Writing Attitude Survey. Again the pretest
score served as the covariate, and the independent variable was the writing condition or
group: participation in the Writers’ Club, the At Home Writing Group or the group with
no extra writing. SPSS (21) was used to conduct the ANCOVA.

Summary

A quasi-experimental, pretest-posttest, non-equivalent group design was used.
The treatment methods comprised, participation in Writers’ Club, the At Home Writing
Group, or a group with no extra writing. The goal was to determine if participation in
one of the groups had an effect on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing expertise,
overall, in respect of their inclusion of details (ideas), and their use of the conventions of
customary English. The fourth-grade, Hispanic students were divided into thirds
approximately and participated in one of the three conditions, or groups. They provided
two writing samples and completed two Writing Attitude Surveys, one prior to the
intervention and one post the intervention that were analyzed to determine the effect of

the intervention.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS

The primary focus of the current study was to examine the effect of participation
in Writers’ Club on the writing of fourth-grade, Hispanic students in a South Florida
public school, with particular attention to their overall writing, their ability to incorporate
details (ideas) and their adherence to the conventions of customary English. As a
secondary area of focus, the study also examined the effect of participation in Writers’
Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ attitude towards writing. The study examined
whether writing skills and attitudes changed through extra writing based on participation
in Writers’ Club, the At Home Writing Group, and No Extra Writing. All students
received regular classroom instruction and homework. Quantitative methods were used
for data analysis to measure the effect of participation in Writers’ Club on fourth-grade,
Hispanic students’ writing samples and responses to a Writing Attitude Survey.

Overall Sample Characteristics

Sixty, fourth-grade, Hispanic students provided writing samples and responded to
a Writing Attitude Survey before and after the intervention. The students participated in
one of three groups for the duration of the study: Writers’ Club, the At Home Writing
Group or the No Extra Writing Group. All students received regular writing instruction
and homework.

Of the 60 fourth-grade students included in the study, 59 (98%) were Hispanic
and 1 (2%) was Asian; 39 (65%) were boys and 21 (35%) were girls. All 60 (100%)
students were of low socio economic status, based on free and reduced lunch eligibility.

The composition of the groups is detailed in Table 11.
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Table 11

Group Composition (N=60)

Demographic

Group
Writers” Club At Home Writing No Extra Writing
Group
Participants 22 18 20
(36.67%) (30%) (33.33%)
Race/Ethnicity
Hispanic 22 17 20
(100%) (94.4%) (100%)
Asian 0 1 0
(0%) (5.6%) (0%)
Sex
Boys 13 10 16
(59.1%) (55.5%) (80%)
Girls 9 8 4
(40.9%) (44.5%) (20%)

Writing Samples

Scoring Procedures

The writing samples were distributed to the independent evaluators in two

batches, each evaluator received eight or nine samples to evaluate per batch. Once the

study had begun, and the independent evaluators had attended the professional

development workshop to learn how to use Spandel’s (2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing

Guide, the researcher distributed packages of pretest writing samples to the evaluators,

together with copies of the Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide. Evaluators examined each
writing sample and then scored it according to the 6 Traits - Ideas, Organization, Voice,

Word Choice, Sentence Fluency and Conventions/Presentation. Each trait earned a score

ranging from 1-6 with the possibility of two decimal points. Once the scored rubrics

were returned to the researcher, the math was checked and a total score was computed by
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adding the six scores that had been generated by the independent evaluators, to result in
an overall writing score. Once the intervention had been completed, the process was
repeated with the posttest writing samples.

At the conclusion of the professional development workshop, the independent
evaluators each scored two different writing samples for the three aspects of writing of
interest that the researcher used to calculate inter-rater reliability. The scores used for
determining inter-rater reliability were the scores for ideas, conventions and the overall
score. A two-way ANOVA following a random—effects model was used. The
independent variable was the six raters and the dependent variable was the six scores
generated from the two writing samples (Andrade et al., 2009) examined using Spandel’s
(2013) Teacher Six-Point Writing Guide. The specific scores under examination were
those for ideas, conventions and the overall score for both writing samples. The
calculations were manually conducted by the researcher following an algorithm
suggested by Downie and Heath (1983). The reliability of all six raters taken together
resulted in a correlational coefficient of ri = .88. This indicates that 88% of the observed
variance is due to true score variance or similarity in ratings between coders. The level
of agreement falls at the high end of the scale; 0.0-0.2 indicates slight agreement, 0.21-
0.40 indicates fair agreement, 0.41-0.60 indicates moderate agreement, 0.61-0.80
indicates substantial agreement, and 0.81-1.0 indicates almost perfect agreement (Landis
& Koch, 1977, as cited by Hallgren, 2012).

Since the goal of the study was to compare the effect of participation in the
Writers” Club on writing skills of fourth-grade, Hispanic students, overall, for ideas and

conventions their pretest and posttest writing samples were analyzed to determine
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whether there was a significant difference between their mean scores for these aspects of
writing compared to fourth-grade, Hispanic students who did not participate in the
Writers” Club but instead participated in the At Home Writing Group or the No Extra
Writing group.

The first analysis to be carried out was for the effect of participation in Writers’
Club on the overall writing of fourth-grade, Hispanic students; in response to the first
research question that was:

e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic

students’ writing?
Following the general linear model, a univariate ANCOVA was conducted. The overall
writing score was the dependent variable, group membership was the independent
variable, and the pretest writing scores were the covariate. The unadjusted descriptive
statistics for the dependent variable, the posttest writing scores, were: Writers’ Club n=
22, M =22.96, 3D = 4.89; At Home Writing Group n= 18, M =23.73, SD =6.28; No
Extra Writing n=20, M =19.45, SD = 6.96. The descriptive statistics, when data are
adjusted for the covariate, are in Table 12.
Table 12

Overall Writing Posttest Mean Scores Adjusted by Pretest Score

Group Mean 95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound

Writers” Club 22.951 20.699 25.203

At Home Writing Group 22.744 20.213 25.275

No Extra Writing 20.352 17.954 22.750
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The inferential statistics indicated that there was no significant difference for overall
writing between the groups based on the posttest writing sample scores when controlled
for pretest scores F(2, 56) = 1.45, p=.242. Hi was not supported. The null could not be
rejected. As a result, examining the individual differences between the pairs of
treatments was moot.

The next analysis to be carried out was in relation to the effect of participation in
Writers” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ incorporation of ideas, in response to
the second research question that was:

e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic

students’ incorporation of ideas in their writing?
Following the general linear model, a univariate ANCOVA was conducted. The posttest
score for ideas was the dependent variable, group membership was the independent
variable, and the pretest score for ideas was the covariate. The unadjusted descriptive
statistics for the dependent variable, the writing sample posttest ideas, were: Writers’
Clubn=22,M=4.16, D = 0.91; At Home Writing Group h= 18, M =4.05, SD = 1.20;
and No Extra Writing n=20, M = 3.55, SD = 1.35. The descriptive statistics, when data

are adjusted for the covariate, are in Table 13.
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Table 13

|deas Posttest Mean Scores Adjusted by Pretest Score

Group Mean 95% Confidence Interval

Lower Bound Upper Bound

Writers’ Club 4.158 3.679 4.638
At Home Writing Group 3.961 3.424 4.497
No Extra Writing 3.636 3.127 4.145

The inferential statistics indicated that there was no significant difference for the
incorporation of ideas in writing between the groups based on the posttest writing sample
scores for ideas when controlled for pretest writing scores for ideas; F (2,56) = 1.123, p=
.332. Hz was not supported. The null could not be rejected. As a result, examining the
individual differences between the pairs of treatments was moot.

The last analysis for the students’ writing related to the effect of participation in
Writers” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students use of conventions of customary
English, in response to the third research question:

e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ use of appropriate conventions of customary English?
Following the general linear model, a univariate ANCOVA was conducted. The posttest
score for conventions was the dependent variable, group membership was the
independent variable, and the pretest score for conventions was the covariate. The
unadjusted descriptive statistics for the dependent variable, the writing sample posttest

conventions, were: Writers’ Club n=22, M =4.02, SD = 0.59; At Home Writing Group n

101



=18, M=4.2, D = 1.03; and No Extra Writing n=20, M =3.39, D =1.09. The
adjusted descriptive statistics are found in Table 14.
Table 14

Conventions Posttest Mean Scores Adjusted by Pretest Score

Group Mean 95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound

Writers” Club 4.057 3.734 4.380

At Home Writing Group ~ 3.984 3.618 4.350

No Extra Writing 3.539 3.196 3.882

The inferential statistics indicated that there was no significant difference for the use of
appropriate conventions of customary English in writing between the groups based on the
posttest writing sample scores for conventions when controlled for pretest writing scores
for conventions; F (2,56) =2.72, p=.075. H3s was not supported. The null could not be
rejected. As a result, examining the individual differences between the pairs of
treatments was moot.
Writing Attitude Survey

The Writing Attitude Survey was administered by the researcher. Once the
Writing Attitude Survey was administered, the researcher gathered them from the
students. Each of the 28 questions on the survey offered the students four options based
on “Garfield” expressions. The expressions indicated the students’ feelings regarding the
question posed; the responses ranged from very sad or angry, to very happy. A response
of very sad or angry resulted in a score of 1, somewhat sad or angry resulted in a score of

2, somewhat happy resulted in a score of 3 and very happy resulted in a score of 4. This
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applied to all the questions except the last one that was negatively phrased, resulting in a
reverse score. The possible score for responding to all the questions in the most positive
manner was 112. The researcher examined each question and assigned the appropriate
score. The scores for each question on a page were combined, and then the scores for
each page were added to result in a total score. This procedure was followed for both the
pretest and the posttest.

A secondary goal of the study was to measure the effect of participation in
Writers” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ attitude towards writing. Their pretest
and posttest responses to the Writing Attitude Survey were analyzed to determine
whether there was a difference in attitude compared to fourth-grade, Hispanic students
who did not participate in the Writers’ Club but instead participated in the At Home
Writing Group or the No Extra Writing group. The fourth research question addressed
this aspect of the study.

e What effect does participation in a writers’ club have on fourth-grade, Hispanic

students’ attitude towards writing?

Following the general linear model, a univariate ANCOVA was conducted with the
posttest Writing Attitude Survey scores being the dependent variable, the group being the
independent variable, and the pretest Writing Attitude Survey scores as the covariate.
The unadjusted descriptive statistics for the dependent variable, the responses to the
posttest Writing Attitude survey, were: Writers’ Club n=22, M =90.73, S = 12.00; At
Home Writing Group n= 18, M = 88.94, D = 7.68; and No Extra Writing n=20, M =
82.45, SD = 14.23. The descriptive statistics, when data are adjusted for the covariate,

are in Table 15.
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Table 15

Writing Attitude Survey Posttest Mean Scores Adjusted by Pretest Score

Group Mean 95% Confidence Interval
Lower Bound Upper Bound

Writers” Club 89.155 85.023 93.286

At Home Writing Group  86.358 81.737 90.980

No Extra Writing 86.507 81.966 91.049

The inferential statistics indicated that there was no significant difference for attitude
towards writing between the groups based on the posttest Writing Attitude Survey scores
when controlled for pretest Writing Attitude Survey scores; F(2, 56) =.550, p=.580. H4
was not supported. The null could not be rejected. As a result, examining the individual
differences between the pairs of treatments was moot.
Summary

This chapter detailed the results of the pretest and posttest data, following
statistical analysis. First the overall characteristics of the participants was examined,
covering the make-up of the groups based on number of participants in each group and
the internal make-up of the groups based on race/ethnicity and sex. There was no need to
include socio-economic status (SES) since all the students were determined to be of low
SES based on eligibility for either free or reduced lunches. The scoring procedures and
statistical analysis of the writing sample scores for the writing component of the study
were presented and indicated that there was no statistical difference between the groups
for any of the three areas of writing under scrutiny. Finally, the scoring procedures and

statistical analysis of the students’ responses to the Writing Attitude Survey were
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examined and indicated that there was no statistical difference between the groups based

on attitude to writing.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION

The purpose of the current study was to examine the effect of participation in
Writers” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ overall writing skill, their
incorporation of ideas in their writing and their use of the conventions of customary
English in their writing. It also examined the effect of participation in Writers Club on
fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ attitude towards writing. The study employed two
methods of extra writing, the Writers’ Club and the At Home Writing Group, each group
engaged in 90 minutes of extra writing per week for eight weeks, under different
conditions. The remaining participants engaged in no extra writing. All the students
received regular writing instruction and homework.

This chapter will, initially, briefly summarize the study restating the problem and
the design and procedures. This will be followed by the conclusions highlighting the
findings and relating them to the research hypotheses. Then the implications will be
stated. Finally, the implication of the findings will be discussed and suggestions
provided as to what further research needs to be done.

Summary of the Study
Restatement of the Problem

Fourth-grade students have limited proficiency with writing at the national, state
and local level, over 75% of students performing at the basic or below basic level
(National Center for Education Statistics, 20120a; FDOE, 2005-2013c¢). Their attitude
towards writing as they progress through the grades (Kear et al, 2000: Knudsen, 1991,

1992, 1993) also declines. Additionally, Hispanic students perform less well than their
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White counterparts (FDOE, 2005-2013b). Therefore, it is important to examine ways in
that writing instruction can be targeted to address these students’ needs. Furthermore, the
Florida Department of Education made the standards for the inclusion of details and the
adherence to the conventions of customary English more stringent in 2012 (Geisinger et
al., 2012; FDOE, 2005-2013a) making it necessary to specifically address these aspects
of writing. The current study addressed a method of instruction that had the potential to
facilitate improvement in students’ writing skills. It examined the effect of extra writing
under two different conditions, in a Writers’ Club and an At Home Writing Group, on
fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing skills and attitude towards writing,
Restatement of the Design and Procedures

The current study followed a quantitative, quasi-experimental, pre-posttest, non-
equivalent group design, for examining fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing skills
and attitude toward writing under various instructional conditions.

Sixty, fourth-grade, Hispanic students enrolled in a Miami-Dade county public
school, volunteered to participate in one of three writing conditions; the Writers’ Club,
the At Home Writing Group or No Extra Writing. The study was conducted over an 8-
week period. All the students received regular classroom writing instruction and
homework.

Prior to the start of the interventions, the students all provided a pretest writing
sample, on the topic of My Family. They also completed the pretest Writing Attitude
Survey. On completion of the intervention, the students all provided a posttest writing
sample on the same topic. They also completed a posttest Writing Attitude Survey. The

students who were members of the Writers’ Club made up the experimental group, those
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in the At Home Writing Group and the No Extra Writing group made up the comparison
groups.

The members of the Writers’ Club attended three, 30 minute, meetings per week.
These were held in the media center at the school. The students received instruction from
the researcher-guide in letter writing and essay writing. This instruction focused on the
inclusion of details (ideas) in their writing and the adherence to the conventions of
customary English. Specific instruction regarding the inclusions of details (ideas)
included conducting research, the use of graphic organizers and discussion with peers and
the researcher-guide. Instruction directed towards the adherence to the conventions of
customary English included correcting unpunctuated sentences that focused on particular
conventions. This was done primarily through discussion with peers and the researcher-
guide.

The students in the At Home Writing Group, received no instruction but, were
provided, each week, with folders containing seven different writing activities. These
activities included an item related to conventions, two or three writing projects, two or
three writing prompts, and a Free Choice option. These students were permitted to use
their discretion regarding which and how many activities to complete, and how to break
up the 90 minute time frame. Each week there was a Writing Log to be completed by the
student indicating how much time had been spent on each activity; this had to be verified
by a parent, who initialed each entry made by the student. Students in the No Extra
Writing group completed no additional writing. All students participated in classroom

writing instruction and homework.
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Conclusion
The conclusions of the study were that there were no significant differences
between participation in Writers’ Club and participation in either the At Home Writing
Group or the no extra writing group on fourth-grade, Hispanic students writing; overall,
or for the inclusion of details (ideas), or for the adherence to the conventions of
customary English. It was further concluded that there were no significant differences
between participation in Writers’ Club and participation in either the At Home Writing
Group or the no extra writing group on fourth-grade, Hispanic students attitude towards
writing.
Implications
The implication is that the study, as conducted, showed that extra writing time
made no difference. It might be replicated with slightly different conditions. These are

discussed below.

Discussion
Despite the findings indicating that there were no significant effects by group

(Writers’ Club, At Home Writing Group or No Extra Writing) on students’ writing, for
any of the three aspects under consideration (overall, incorporation of details [ideas] and
adherence to the conventions of customary English); or on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ attitude towards writing, there were a number of serious limitations to the study.
It was originally proposed to conduct the study in the fall-semester as an after-
school activity. However, delays in the receipt of the necessary approvals resulted in the
deferral of the study to the spring-semester. When the original information letters were

sent out, the oft repeated response by the students’ parents was that the students were

109



already enrolled in after-school activities and could not be part of the Writers’ Club. It
was then determined that by rearranging the daily schedule, the Writers’ Club could be
conducted during the school day. Based upon the issues which resulted from conducting
the study during the school day (these will be discussed next), it is recommended that any
replication of the study be conducted, as originally proposed, during the fall-semester as
an after-school activity.

The meetings were disrupted as a fairly common occurrence. The Writers’ Club
meetings were disrupted by the Spelling Bee, beginning during the second week. While
the Spelling Bee was conducted some of the furniture was removed from the meeting
space. There were insufficient tables and chairs for the students to work in comfortable
conditions (Meeting 4 & 5). The Writers’ Club was again disrupted for the next week by
the Book Fair (Meetings 6, 7, & 8). This was going on within the media center where the
Writers” Cub meetings were held. The noise level made it difficult for members of the
Writers” Club to hear instruction, or to concentrate on their writing. Seating was also
restricted. The Writers’” Club was further disrupted on a number of occasions by
classroom related activities such as the celebration of the Chinese New Year (Meeting
17), a story reading (Meeting 19), and an ice cream celebration for a classroom
achievement (Meeting 22). One meeting of the Writers’ Club was cut short because the
meeting space was needed for testing (Meeting 19).

Perhaps the most important limitation was the tardy arrival of nine students, who
regularly arrived at Writers’ Club meetings late. As the intervention progressed, these

same nine students arrived progressively later. Finally, The Writing Log included in the
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At Home Writing Group folders was not always completed, nor did some parents reliably
initial their students’ entries.

The disruption which resulted from the Spelling Bee causing cramped conditions
(Meetings 4 & 5) resulted in reduced concentration and off task behavior. This
disruption also contravened the establishment of the space and the routines within the
space, which according to Cambourne (2000) are essential elements to learning.

The Book Fair disruption was severe. The media space was co-occupied by the
Book Fair for three consecutive meetings (Meetings 6, 7, & 8). While students visited
the Book Fair, usually 20-30 students at a time, the noise level precluded any instruction
being provided. The members of the Writers’ Club were unable to hear the researcher-
guide. The noise level was also very disturbing to the students, resulting in them being
off task for some, or all, of the time. Again the conditions contravened Cambourne’s
(2000) conditions regarding space and routines within the space. In addition, the
disturbance impeded the students’ immersion in the activities, hindered any
demonstration and precluded engagement, which Cambourne (1995, 2001) argued is the
key to learning.

These two disruptions covered five consecutive meetings, and occurred at the
beginning of the study, when initial instruction was being given. They disturbed almost
the whole of the letter writing section of the study, which formed the basis of the essay
portion. They had the potential to impede students’ internalization of the concepts being
addressed. Being that these early meetings were the foundation upon which further
instruction would be built, the effect may have severely affected the students’ overall

writing, the inclusion of details (ideas) and the adherence to the conventions of customary

111



English. The impact could also have hampered the enhancement of their attitude towards
writing, possibly through frustration. These two disruptions may have hindered the
students’ immersion into the Writers’ Club. Less than six weeks of the study remained.

The interruptions related to the celebration of the Chinese New Year, the story
reading, and the ice cream party, involved other students entering the Writers” Club
space, and making announcements that distracted students who were already engaged in
Writers’ Club activities. The end of the meeting involving the story reading was cut short
by an assistant principal. She entered the media center abruptly and informed everyone
that the space was needed for testing and must be vacated quickly.

The interruption regarding the celebration of the Chinese New Year (Meeting 17)
resulted in a foreshortened meeting. The researcher-guide was advised, approximately 30
minutes prior to the Writers” Club meeting, that Chinese food had been ordered, but had
not yet arrived. The students, when asked, decided that they did not want to cancel
Writers’ Club altogether. Therefore, the researcher-guide agreed to meet immediately,
but the meeting did not run for its full 30 minutes. It was cut short when the food arrived,
impeding instruction and reducing writing time.

Whilst only one student decided to leave the meeting for the story reading
(Meeting 19), the other students determined that they could catch up on the reading on
their own. The discussion related to the story reading was off topic, reducing the time on
task. This meeting was also foreshortened by between five and ten minutes because the
room was needed for testing. The students’ concentration was interrupted and they had

to pack up very quickly. Overall, this meeting was barely a meeting at all.
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The interruption related to the ice cream celebration (Meeting 22) resulted in a
mass exodus of the students in that class. This not only resulted in those students missing
instruction, and writing time, but distracted the rest of the members of the Writers’ Club,
who were not included.

Although these interruptions were not on consecutive meetings they had the
potential to have compromised the students’ internalization of concepts. They each
breached Cambourne’s (1995, 2000, 2001) conditions of learning both in regard to those
relating to the space, and in relation to the other conditions. The level and degree of the
interruptions caused by classroom issues had the potential to have limited the students’
improvement in their writing skills, overall, for the inclusion of details (ideas), and their
adherence to the conventions of customary English. They also had the potential to have
an effect on their attitude towards writing.

The study consisted of 24 meetings; eight of which were disrupted to a greater or
lesser extent. These meetings constituted one third of the total number of meetings,
which when added to the two logistical meetings meant that 10 meetings failed to offer
consistent on-task writing experiences following Cambourne’s conditions for learning.
This could be interpreted to indicate that a considerable proportion of the study was
compromised on its objectives to provide extra writing in a social setting, following
Cambourne’s (1995, 2000, 2001) conditions for learning.

The issue of repeated tardiness is possibly the most telling of the limitations. One
segment of the Writers’ Club membership gradually arrived later and later. The students
were all in the same class. It was not established if they were dilatory about leaving their

classroom and walking to the media center or if their teacher was not releasing them
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promptly. At the start of the Writers” Club, an agreement was entered into with the
teachers. The students would be released from their classrooms five minutes before the
Writers” Club meeting was scheduled to start, and they would be released promptly after
30 minutes so they could be back in their classrooms five minutes later. This
arrangement worked well for the majority of the students, who arrived promptly more
often than not. On at least one occasion, they arrived after the conventions exercise had
been completed, missing it altogether. Nine students were involved, over 40% of the
whole group. These students were not only impacted by their tardiness but also by all the
disruptions and interruptions. They missed instruction more than writing time, but this
certainly impacted their exposure to demonstration, at least by the researcher-guide.
There is also a subliminal message being sent, if they were delayed by their teacher, that
the Writers’ Club was not important, that might possibly impact their attitude towards
writing. The tardiness of these nine students has the potential to have impacted their
posttest writing samples adversely and their attitude towards writing.

The combination of these limitations could realistically have depressed the scores
sufficiently to render the posttest writing scores non-significant, for the various aspects of
writing, when they might have been without them. They could have also severely
impacted the significance of the posttest attitude towards writing scores. The implication
of this set of circumstances is that it would be advisable to replicate the study and
reexamine the effect of extra writing on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing, and
attitude to writing under the same three conditions: membership of Writers’ Club,
participation in the At Home Writing Group and No Extra Writing, following

Cambourne’s (1995, 2000, 2001) conditions of learning. However, serious consideration
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would need to be given to reverting to the originally proposed conditions; that is holding
the Writers’ Club meetings in an after-school setting, preferably in the fall-semester.
This would reduce, if not eliminate, the effects of classroom issues bleeding over the
study, even if the meetings were to remain at 30 minutes duration rather than the
originally proposed 90 minutes.

The final limitation related to the At Home Writing Group rather than the Writers’
Club and so will be dealt with separately. Some of the At Home Writing Group students,
on occasion, either failed to complete the Writing Log or failed to have a parent initial to
confirm that the work had been completed as recorded. Overall, after the researcher had
examined the work that had been turned in, it was determined that the students had
completed an amount of work that could reasonably be deemed to have taken the
allocated 90 minutes. Even though sometimes the quantity of work may have appeared
inadequate, there is no accounting for the amount of time spent thinking about what to
write, deliberately selecting ideas, organizing them and building upon them to produce
written work (Arapoff, 1967; Graves, 1983). It was determined that whilst the Writing
Log was a tool to hold the students responsible for adhering to the 90 minute
requirement, if there was sufficient evidence to support a belief that this had been done,
the Writing Log per se was not a critical component of the study.

Based on this conclusion there remains the question of why the At Home Writing
Group did not show significantly different scores on the posttest writing samples and the
posttest attitude towards writing than the no extra writing group. This group had been
determined to have experienced the requisite 90 minutes per week of extra writing

experiences. Nevertheless, the study was based upon the premise that the components of
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the study were extra writing, a social setting and adherence to Cambourne’s (1995, 200,
2001) conditions for learning. The conditions under which the At Home Writing Group
completed their writing tasks is unknown. It could be posited that extra writing is
insufficient to effect a significant difference between fourth-grade Hispanic students
writing, and attitude towards writing. They also need the social setting and the conditions
for learning for extra writing to be effective. It must be pointed out that this is
speculation; there is no empirical evidence to support it.

Based on the limitations of the study, the posttest scores for the Writers’ Club
writing samples may have been depressed owing to a variety of circumstances. The time
limit for the Writers’ Club meeting, 30 minutes, was very short, thus interruptions had an
impact on both instruction and writing time. These interruptions resulted in off-task
activities (Datta, 1982), potentially hampering achievement.

As a worst case scenario, it could be argued that the severity of the limitations
rendered the value of both the Writers’ Club and the At Home Writing Group as
insignificant, to the point of being no better than participation in the No Extra Writing
group. This could account for there being no statistically significant difference in the
posttest mean scores of the three groups.

Lavy (2009), in his study exploring the effect of instructional time on
achievement, argued that a single hour of extra instruction per week had the potential to
enhance skills. Whilst the Writers’ Club provided 90 minutes of extra time per week it
was for a period of eight weeks only and the time was broken up into 30 minute
meetings. It is reasonable to speculate that the effect of extra writing by means of a

Writers” Club on fourth-grade, Hispanic students’ writing skills might be effective if
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conducted for a period lasting longer than eight weeks, and/or if the meetings were of at
least an hour, rather than 30 minutes. Inevitably, there is reduced coherence when
starting and stopping times are taken into consideration. Further research is called for to
examine whether providing instruction in the form of a Writers’ Club may prove to be a
viable means for enhancing writing skills and attitude towards writing.
Summary

The current study examined the effect of extra writing on fourth-grade, Hispanic
students’ writing and their attitude towards writing. Whilst no significance was found for
either the aspects of writing under study or for any change in the students’ attitude
towards writing, there were limitations that could have impacted the results of the study.
Therefore, reexamining the effect of extra writing following the basic framework of the
current study may provide insight into ways writing instruction could be made more
effective. The major change that would need to be made would be to conduct the
Writers” Club out of school hours to reduce, or eliminate, as many disruptions as possible

to students’ full participation in the Writers’ Club experience.
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