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Chapter 1
Development, Teaching, and Learning 
of Writing: From Word to Text

Alina Galvão Spinillo  and Carmen Sotomayor 

1.1  Introduction

The acquisition and development of written language has long been a topic of inter-
est to researchers and educators. This interest stems from the complexity, breadth of 
the topic, and the relevance of written language to the academic and social success 
of individuals. As it is a multifaceted phenomenon, it is open to multiple theoretical 
perspectives and multiple approaches that range from writing words to writing texts 
of different genres. These approaches also cover different instances: the individual 
who faces the challenge of learning to write, the properties of written language, and 
the interaction between this individual and the social contexts in which writing 
takes place. Thus, writing a book about writing is not an easy task, although a very 
stimulating mission. To take on this challenge, as editors of this book, we share this 
responsibility with colleagues from different countries and with different specific 
knowledge on this subject, who discuss a large variety of topics concerning the 
acquisition and development of written language and writing practices in diverse 
social contexts.

Instead of presenting each of the chapters comprising this work, this introductory 
chapter deals with topics that permeate what is covered in the different parts of this 
book. For example, two perspectives pervade some of the chapters throughout this 
book. One of them deals with the different writing systems: their properties, nota-
tional aspects, and the relationship between oral and written language. The word 
and its constitutive units, such as phonemes and morphemes, are the focus of studies 
that approach writing from its representational nature. In the other perspective, 
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attention falls on larger linguistic units like sentences and texts, focusing on skills 
and knowledge related to text composition. Although distinct, both perspectives are 
part of the acquisition and development of writing in general. Writing, therefore, 
requires understanding the organization of a representation system and developing 
the ability to compose texts, so that the writer has to deal with the different levels of 
writing: word, sentence, and text. In this way, the distinction between producing 
written language and using a given system of representation exists only in theoreti-
cal terms, in the service of an analysis that aims to deepen each of these aspects, 
which are undoubtedly articulated.

Becoming a writer involves a long journey that begins even before formal learn-
ing to read and write. Children who are not yet literate seek regularities and patterns 
in the writing system of their language, so that what is written can be accepted as a 
word and can be read (Dockrell & Teubal, 2007; Yamagata, 2007). The discovery of 
these regularities strongly depends on the degree of correspondence between sounds 
and letters in the spelling of words in a particular language (Seymour et al., 2003). 
Although important discoveries about the writing system can be made spontane-
ously, it is through instructional practices, especially those conducted in the school 
context, that children appropriate these regularities and apply them to their produc-
tions. Metalinguistic skills, such as phonological, morphological, grammatical, and 
textual awareness, have to be developed to guarantee the quality of the production 
of texts of different genres.

In addition to these skills, the writer is faced with the need to generate ideas, 
adapt the content of the text to a given audience and social context, and make appro-
priate linguistic choices that allow meeting communication goals. From this per-
spective, knowledge about textual genres becomes relevant. For example, knowledge 
about the structure of texts of different types (Fitzgerald & Teasley, 1986; Olinghouse 
et al., 2015; Spinillo & de Melo, 2018) and about the lexical diversity characterizing 
them (Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013) has a significant impact on the quality of the 
final product. Knowledge about textual genres originates from experiences lived in 
everyday situations (Cairney, 2005; Spinillo & Pratt, 2005). Thus, the composi-
tional processes of texts also involve writing practices in different social environ-
ments, such as writing at home and at school (Hull & Schultz, 2001), and writing 
for different purposes and audience, as shown by the results of research on textual 
revision conducted by Spinillo (Chap. 5). The research findings reported by the 
author showed that children have a sense of audience, making changes to their texts 
that vary depending on the reader to whom the text is addressed.

Researchers have also dedicated themselves to exploring writing from a develop-
mental perspective, seeking to identify developmental variations and patterns of 
skills as discussed by Pinto, Bigozzi, and Vettori (Chap. 6). The authors in this 
chapter analyze children’s ability to write narrative texts from kindergarten until the 
end of primary school. This was done from theoretical discussions and research 
results that contribute to clarify the established interplay between lower- and higher- 
level processes involved in the development of writing in general.

Given this diversity of facets, it is not surprising that many children have difficul-
ties when learning to write (Dockrell et al., 2014). These difficulties vary and may 
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be related to epistemological challenges (the nature of the language representation 
system that is being learned), to pedagogical challenges (methods of teaching and 
teacher’s knowledge), and to the difficulties struggling writers have in acquiring and 
developing writing skills. In view of this, intervention studies assume a prominent 
role, since their main objective is to help children (both novice and struggling writ-
ers) to overcome language difficulties at word, sentence, and text levels. Many of 
these studies are conducted in controlled experimental situations, while others take 
place in the school setting. These investigations bring results that generate educa-
tional implications regarding teaching practices, didactic strategies, and discussions 
about the role of the teacher as a mediator in the learning of writing.

In this introduction, we decided to highlight certain topics that permeate the 
chapters comprising this book and that include, in a panoramic view, the promise 
contained in its title: to deal with topics related to the development, teaching, and 
learning written language from diverse cultural contexts represented here by the 
eyes of researchers from different countries and different theoretical approaches.

1.2  The Role of Linguistic Knowledge of Grammar 
and Vocabulary in the Composition of Written Texts

An interesting aspect for the teaching of writing is the role that linguistic knowledge 
of grammar and vocabulary can play. There has been a great debate in recent decades 
about whether grammar should be taught when curricula have decidedly opted for a 
functional communicative perspective and for developing linguistic skills in stu-
dents, rather than knowledge of the language system. This is the case of Latin 
America, where the teaching of grammar was left aside to concentrate on the devel-
opment of linguistic skills in reading, writing, and speaking.

However, more studies (Myhill, 2011; Jones et  al., 2012; Myhill et  al., 2012, 
2013, 2018) have once again recognized the importance of teaching, linguistic 
knowledge especially associated with the development of writing. This is reaffirmed 
by Sotomayor (Chap. 4) in her research on the teaching of sentences and word 
classes integrated with writing, finding that student texts improve in their textual 
structure and punctuation.

This approach, based on the systemic functional theory (Halliday & Mathiessen, 
2004), proposes that students can choose different grammatical and lexical resources 
in order to produce meaning in their written texts. The emphasis is on the meaning 
of the different grammatical categories related to the discourses, rather than on the 
rules of the system. For this, metacognitive work with students in the classroom is 
essential, that is, reflection on the use of these linguistic resources for communica-
tive purposes.

Myhill (Chap. 3) suggests that metacognitive work involves making these 
choices explicit in order to understand the effects of different choices among a range 
of diverse grammatical and lexical resources. The author argues that the use of 
grammatical terminology is already a metalinguistic activity, because it allows 
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children to speak and reflect on language. Metalinguistic work in writing involves 
not only talking about and reflecting on language but also using this metalinguistic 
knowledge when they are constructing their writing.

Another key element that favors metalinguistic reflection is dialogic conversa-
tion about their linguistic choices and their relationship with writing. This conversa-
tion for learning allows students to verbalize their thinking about their grammatical 
choices and to make visible the relationship between these choices and the meaning 
of their texts. One of the objects of metalinguistic analysis that appears the most is 
lexical selection. It seems that children find it easier to reflect on the use of words 
than to think about linguistic choices at the sentence or text level. Cardoso, Coimbra, 
Calil, Graça, and Pereira (Chap. 7) find something similar in their chapter on gram-
matical choices and narrative quality, underlining the explicit presence of children’s 
thinking about lexical selections at the time of writing.

Also, Sotomayor et  al. (2020), in their review of Latin American curricula in 
primary education, find a greater presence of learning objectives related to metacog-
nitive activity at the lexical level than at the grammatical or morphosyntactic level, 
which indicates that lexical reflection seems to be more installed in the study 
programs.

Although grammar is once again considered in school curricula as a resource for 
writing, this seems to be a still incipient and difficult practice for teachers, as pointed 
out by Cardoso et al. (Chap. 7). On the other hand, it is important to pay attention to 
the influence that the orientations of school curricula and standardized tests can 
have on the teaching of writing. In the case of Latin America, UNESCO carries out 
the Comparative and Explanatory Regional Study (ERCE) in 18 countries of this 
region, which consists of several tests on school disciplines, one of them on writing 
(UNESCO, 2022). This test is aimed at 3rd- and 6th-grade students who write nar-
rative and expository texts based on stimuli. This evaluation is giving a signal to 
teachers about the importance of written production, which could provide more 
opportunities for an approach to teaching grammar and vocabulary integrated with 
writing and with a strong metalinguistic reflection component, as we pointed out 
previously.

This is not the case in the UK where, as suggested by Myhill (Chap. 3), there is 
now a return to a more traditional teaching of grammar in the school curriculum 
with an emphasis on explicit teaching rather than as an opportunity for learning. The 
author points out that metalinguistic reflection, which allows children to make 
grammatical choices as writers, will depend largely on the prescriptions of the study 
plans, standardized evaluations, as well as the pedagogical practices of the teachers 
who they may or may not facilitate it.

A similar problem is outlined by Cardoso et al. (Chap. 7), who recognize the 
guidelines of the Portuguese study programs to integrate grammar and writing dur-
ing the revision and rewriting of texts under construction. However, the authors 
suggest, it is still not clear how to lower this curricular orientation to pedagogical 
practice in the classroom. They argue that collaborative writing could be a strong 
pedagogical tool, as it generates dialogues that make children’s grammatical choices 
explicit and lead them into discussions that refine their linguistic knowledge within 
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the writing process. However, they state that the relationship between grammatical 
knowledge and writing is not yet clear in the pedagogical practice of teachers.

In short, we could say that, although school offers students an open field to reflect 
on the language and make grammatical or lexical choices to improve their texts, this 
presupposes a deep knowledge and understanding of these linguistic resources by 
teachers that allow to guide their students to an effective metalinguistic reflection 
for the construction of quality texts.

1.3  The Role of Metacognitive and Metalinguistic Activities 
in Written Composition and in Learning to Write

In the field of psychology, several authors give great relevance to metacognition. 
Flavell (1979), for instance, emphasizes its recursive nature that allows making the 
individual’s cognitive processes the object of their own thinking. Vygotsky (1986), 
in turn, considers it a second-order cognition. Piaget (1968) adds that metacognition 
involves both conscious awareness and the capability of communicating one’s ratio-
nale. According to Spinillo (2022), typical questions that characterize Piagetian 
clinical interviews (“Why did you do it like that?” “How did you discover that?” or 
“Can you explain to me how you were thinking when you resolved this situation?”) 
demand the interviewee to perform a metacognitive activity, taking their way of 
thinking as an object of their own thinking which, in this context, is explicitly men-
tioned to the interviewer. Metacognition is, therefore, the process of thinking about 
one’s own thinking and learning, involving self-regulation and self-monitoring. 
This process is also considered in learning situations aimed at the development of 
basic cognitive skills and in those aimed at the development of specific linguistic 
skills, as in situations of written language instruction.

In this scenario, in the field of language, emerges the term metalinguistic activity. 
In the words of Tolchinsky (2000, p. 31):

The Greek prefix meta means roughly beyond (off, over, away) and has a reflective sense. 
When anteposed to particular nouns – such as in metaprocedural, metaphonological – it 
means turning to what is denoted by the noun. In metaprocedural, it means turning to an ‘x’ 
called procedural; in metaphonological, it means turning to an ‘x’ called phonological. 
Therefore, when we use the term metalinguistic, we are denoting a turning to whatever we 
call linguistic. We can talk about things, events, or people but also about language. When 
using language metalinguistically the object or topic of our talk is a linguistic event.

Therefore, metalinguistic activity1 is a recursive activity that consists of the ability to 
make language (oral or written) and its dimensions (lexical, syntactic, phonetic, 
discursive) an object of reflection and analysis. According to Camps and Milian (2000, 
p. 1), this activity involves the “capacity to look at the language from outside.”

1 Regarding written language, different interpretations are given to the relationship between meta-
cognitive and metalinguistic activities, as discussed by Camps and Milian (2000).

1 Development, Teaching, and Learning of Writing: From Word to Text
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With regard to written language, metalinguistic and metacognitive activities are 
imbricated in situations of spontaneous production and in situations of instruction. 
In spontaneous situations, Calil and Myhill (2020) documented that, during the 
review of their texts, children produced visible evidence of metalinguistic activities 
when they erased some passages from the stories they had written in collaboration 
with another child. In this same line of investigation, Cardoso, Coimbra, Calil, 
Graça, and Pereira (Chap. 7) discuss metalinguistic activities performed during the 
process of writing texts, in a study that revealed that collaborative writing and dia-
logue between children contribute to activate the metalinguistic knowledge and 
improve the quality of writing. Still on the textual review, Dix (2006) and Spinillo 
(2015) observed that when asked, children were able to identify the changes they 
made in their texts and to explain the reasons that guided these changes. One may 
say that these children performed a metalinguistic activity when reviewing their 
texts and, also, performed a metacognitive activity when reflecting and explaining 
the reasons that justified the decisions taken during the review, that is, they become 
aware of their way of reasoning.

In this same line of discussion, several authors comment on metalinguistic under-
standing young writers reveal about their own grammatical choices. This under-
standing goes beyond the knowledge of grammatical metalanguage, as it also 
involves the capacity to use that knowledge which, in turn, can be stimulated through 
dialogic talk in the classroom. Myhill (Chap. 3) states that through dialogic talk in 
the classroom (or learning talk), it is possible to foster metalinguistic understanding 
about writing. In this perspective, collaborative textual production assumes a promi-
nent role in the school context, as it leads students to identify problems during the 
writing process and to explain the way they think about these problems.

Metalinguistic activities refer to another aspect of fundamental relevance, which 
is the explicit teaching of the different dimensions of writing. For example, explicit 
teaching of morphological regularities has a positive effect on the writing of words 
in Brazilian Portuguese (do Rocio Barbosa et al., 2015), just as systematic teaching 
of spelling can give learners the opportunity to compare, analyze, discuss, and 
explain their knowledge about spelling (Meireles & Correa, 2005), as well as to 
develop skills and metacognitive strategies that contribute to spelling progress 
(Cordewener et al., 2018). Likewise, the explicit teachings of the constituent parts of 
stories have a positive impact and result in the written production of cohesive and 
elaborate narratives (Spinillo & de Melo, 2018). The same positive effect is observed 
in relation to expository (Englert et al., 1988). This discussion evidences that explicit 
instruction is an essential instance capable of turning language into an object of 
analysis.

What is observed is that once children have become aware of the morphological 
regularities of words, grammatical rules, and the structure of texts, they are able to 
apply this knowledge to their written productions. The conclusion is that there is a 
relationship between metalinguistic awareness and the development of writing at 
the word, sentence, and text levels. However, this relationship is not mentioned in 
official and public educational policies related to the teaching of writing, indicating 
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the lack of articulation between the empirical evidence from research in the area and 
the teaching proposals in the school context.

1.4  Writing Different Text Genres in Different 
Social Contexts

Various authors affirm the importance of knowledge of textual genres, since stu-
dents who have a greater knowledge of the structure of different texts produce better 
writings (Fitzgerald & Teasley, 1986; Olinghouse et al., 2015; Spinillo & de Melo, 
2018). It has even been found that working on genres and their structures is one of 
the most effective strategies for teaching writing (Graham et al., 2012).

Rodríguez-Gonzalo and Abad-Beltrán (Chap. 14) agree with this idea, pointing 
out that the teaching of writing must encourage practices that are contextualized in 
concrete communicative situations and offer students tools that help them interact 
in these situations through writing discursive genres. These genres are defined as 
stable types of texts through which people participate in society. The authors empha-
size that teaching to write genres helps students to identify the audience, the goals 
to achieved, and the evaluation criteria, among others.

It has also been found that students have different knowledge about different 
types of texts. Gillespie et al. (2013) observed that children knew more about the 
structure of narrative texts than argumentative or expository texts. Álvarez (2010) 
attributes it to the fact that narrative texts predominate in school activities, even 
though expository texts are of great importance for all subjects. However, although 
the narrative structure is more familiar to children, some problems are detected, for 
example, in the endings, which are abrupt or poorly developed in children from 3rd 
to 10th grade (Marinkovich, 2001; Sotomayor et al., 2013, 2016). Unlike narrative 
texts, understanding and producing expository texts is a more complex task for stu-
dents, as they deal with more abstract topics, present unfamiliar concepts, and have 
more specialized vocabulary (Taylor & Beach, 1984). For this reason, the didactics 
of writing has led students to become familiar with various textual genres, providing 
opportunities to use these genres in authentic communication situations.

An example of the above is Guberman’s study (Chap. 11), in which he shows 
how young preschool children can learn to create narrative and expository texts by 
combining oral and written language with various nonverbal graphic representa-
tions such as drawings and tables. In this approach to writing as a cultural activity 
that occurs in communicative contexts, educators expose children to a wide vocabu-
lary, diverse text genres, writing skills, and knowledge of the world, even when they 
do not yet write. In this approach, texts can be made up of different meaning- making 
resources, such as written language, mathematical notations, maps, photographs, 
illustrations, tables, and graphs. All these resources favor the retention and process-
ing of a large amount of information. Likewise, they promote a communication that, 
through these resources, transcends cultural, geographical, or temporal distances.
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Regarding didactics, the author maintains that writing skills must be taught early 
and simultaneously, without waiting for children to master the alphabetic code. This 
is because working on genres early in specific communicative contexts allows chil-
dren to expand their vocabulary and knowledge of the world, very important factors 
for writing. The development of vocabulary and knowledge of the world is very 
intertwined with the contexts of writing and literacy. Indeed, talking about written 
genres and thinking about their characteristics and themes provide more opportuni-
ties for students to hear new words and knowledge. The author suggests, for exam-
ple, activities such as talking with peers about a story and then dictate their ideas to 
the teacher, so that the children become familiar with this written genre. Also write 
expository genres, using various graphic resources, such as those mentioned above.

From another point of view, Gómez (Chap. 12) analyzes children’s writing prac-
tices in their homes or in nonschool contexts. His study shows that students write in 
their daily lives and have objects or artifacts in which they produce writing with 
defined communicative purposes. For example, the children write in their life dia-
ries or agendas genres, such as poems, reflections, or songs, whose purpose is per-
sonal expression, but it also warns of the omnipresence of cell phones and the 
WhatsApp genre to communicate with peers for social communicative purposes, 
such as agreeing on homework or school work. An important aspect is that these 
artifacts allow to write anywhere and, therefore, writing is easier. However, the 
author shows that this natural and everyday writing at home and with their peers is 
not integrated at school and students get bored with the writing tasks proposed by 
their teachers. Therefore, Gómez suggests that the school should approach writing 
teaching considering the genres used by students and significant for them.

Very similar is Cordero’s approach (Chap. 13) that introduces the topic of new 
literacies, a product of the technological revolution in the twenty-first century. The 
author states that when classes are over, the world is still connected through multi-
ple new forms of communication that simultaneously involve reading, writing, and 
speaking. Students not only communicate through WhatsApp installed on their cell 
phones but also through video clips, audio or interactive video games, collaborative 
writing on the web, etc. These forms are redefining the way of communication in 
our society, especially between children and young people. Therefore, it is neces-
sary to think about how to address literacy at school in dialogue with the new gen-
erations of students.

1.5  Difficulties in Writing: The Challenges That Children 
Face with Transcription and Composition Processes

The biggest problem in the acquisition and development of writing is that motor, 
cognitive, and linguistic processes concur simultaneously, competing during written 
production, demanding a great cognitive effort from students That is why many 
primary school children have difficulties with their writing. In general, these 
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struggling writers produce shorter and less organized texts at the sentence and para-
graph level. Likewise, they present numerous mechanical, spelling, and grammati-
cal errors (Dockrell et al., 2014) and show greater difficulties than their peers at the 
level of planning and revising their texts (Graham & Harris, 2003).

According to the previous description, two types of writing difficulties can be 
postulated: in the processes of transcription of writing (mechanical, spelling, and 
grammatical errors) and in the processes of written composition (short texts, less 
organized at the level of the sentence and the paragraph, difficulties in planning and 
revising). In addition, these processes are related to the executive functions of work-
ing memory and self-regulation.

Transcription processes provide the basis for writing. These allow the writer to 
translate their ideas and their oral language into visual symbols representing the 
written language. Transcription processes are described as the ability to handwrite 
and to transcribe the orthography of words (spelling) (Berninger & Amtmann, 
2003), that is, to achieve the conversion of phonemes to graphemes and the sequence 
of graphemes in a word. Children with writing difficulties present significant prob-
lems for the transcription of phonemes to graphemes, write incomplete sentences, 
and show numerous spelling, punctuation, and capitalization errors (Dockrell 
et al., 2019).

It has been found that these basic transcription skills are one of the pillars of the 
quality of handwritten writing and have shown that transcription processes are asso-
ciated with writing fluency, a fundamental aspect to release cognitive resources for 
written composition. The more automated handwriting and spelling are, the more 
memory resources are available for written composition (Alamargot et al., 2011; 
Graham & Harris, 2000). Therefore, students with difficulties in their transcription 
skills are at risk of presenting difficulties in their written composition (Berninger & 
Amtmann, 2003; Bisschop et al., 2017).

Composition processes are related to complex cognitive processes involved in 
the production of a text. The most agreed in the specialized literature are those pro-
posed by Flower and Hayes (1981) of planning, translation (or textualization), and 
revision. The planning process involves writers thinking about what they are going 
to write and how to write it, including their purposes, generating ideas, and organiz-
ing ideas into a plan. Translation implies transferring what was planned to a written 
text. Finally, revision involves reading and editing the written text to improve it 
(Graham & Harris, 2003). Struggling writers tend to focus their attention on gener-
ating ideas and writing about a topic as they know or remember it but pay insuffi-
cient attention to the rhetorical goals of the text, its overall organization, or thinking 
about the reader’s needs. Also, there is evidence that these students do not have 
knowledge about the character of writing and its written genres (Graham et  al., 
2015) or they use language patterns typical of oral genres (Myhill, 2018). 
Furthermore, these children are not motivated to write and find it difficult to perse-
vere in their texts to improve them (Graham & Harris, 2003).

Regarding the factors behind these difficulties, Dockrell et al. (2019) recognize 
proximal factors and distal factors, highlighting the need to accurately identify them 
for effective instruction or interventions. Proximal factors are directly related to 
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writing problems; these are transcription, handwriting, and spelling. Proximal fac-
tors also influence written composition processes, as struggling writers must use 
their cognitive resources in transcription and fail to attend to the sentence or 
text level.

Distal factors play a more indirect role in writing problems; these are oral lan-
guage, reading, working memory, and executive functions. However, they can con-
stitute important barriers in the written production of struggling writers (Dockrell 
et al., 2014). It has also been found that as children achieve proximal transcription 
skills, distal factors, such as reading and working memory, may play a greater role 
in text composition (Dockrell et al., 2019). Therefore, to investigate writing prob-
lems, both types of factors, proximal and distal, must be considered.

Arfé and Dockrell (Chap. 10), as well as Correa (Chap. 2), underline that the 
characteristics of the languages   are another element that must be considered to ana-
lyze writing difficulties at the level of transcription. It has been observed that writ-
ten production in languages   with more transparent orthography, such as Spanish, 
presents fewer spelling difficulties than in languages   with opaque orthography, such 
as English. Likewise, the characteristics of the textual genres are related to the dif-
ficulties of written composition. It has been documented that expository texts pres-
ent greater difficulty than narrative texts in their structure and due to the presence of 
a more complex vocabulary (Álvarez, 2010).

It is essential to design appropriate interventions to address the writing problems 
of these students. In the first place, some authors, such as Correa (Chap. 2), have 
emphasized the importance of strategies to teach spelling in a systematic way, so 
that these offer students opportunities to observe, compare, analyze, and discuss 
their knowledge about spelling. In the same perspective, Arfé and Dockrell (Chap. 
10) highlight that interventions in spelling and handwriting are more effective when 
multimodal strategies are used, integrating motor, visual, and phonological pro-
cesses. Systematic teaching and spelling are also found to be more effective than 
natural or incidental learning in students with learning disabilities. However, the 
advantage of combining the systematic teaching of spelling conventions with self- 
instruction learning, generated by the student independently, has also been 
documented.

Second, there is empirical evidence that morphological awareness contributes to 
writing skills in both transparent and less transparent languages. For example, 
Martinell and Auza (Chap. 9), when discussing the difficulties of writing in children 
with development language disorder (DLD), show that morphological analysis is an 
opportunity to have a greater understanding of the written language of these chil-
dren, who have a recognized difficulty at the morphological level. The analysis of 
segments of the word, such as morphemes, which have semantic and syntactic 
implications, can develop in these children an awareness of the morphological units 
within the word, which benefits them in the acquisition of the writing system.

Finally, Arfé and Dockrell (Chap. 10) highlight that interventions that use oral 
language can be effective in working on writing at the sentence and text level with 
children with writing difficulties. Something similar is proposed by Fisher et  al. 
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(2010), who find that oral conversation can be a fundamental support for written 
composition both in students with and without writing difficulties.

In short, we have shown that writing problems are complex and occur at the level 
of the word, the sentence, and the text, which can lead to problems of transcription 
and written composition. We have also noticed the presence of proximal factors that 
are at the base of writing problems, as well as distal factors that indirectly also influ-
ence writing difficulties. That is why one of the most relevant current challenges is 
that teachers can accurately identify their students’ writing problems and determine 
specific and effective intervention strategies. This implies a great challenge for the 
preparation and continuous training of primary school teachers.

1.6  The Role of Interventions in Writing Development

“Intervention means to step in and take some action intended to divert the child 
from his or her present course onto a better one” (Elbro & Scarborough, 2004, 
p. 361). Although originally mentioned in relation to reading, this statement per-
fectly applies to writing. Intervention may take different forms and can be under-
taken at various moments during the course of writing development: before formal 
instruction begins, during the early years of schooling, and beyond that.

Intervention studies2 have attracted the attention of researchers of different theo-
retical affiliations and vary, depending on the considered linguistic unit (word, sen-
tence, or text as a whole), the nature of the proposed methodology (individual, 
collaborative, dialogic), and the scenario where they occur (classroom, controlled 
experimental situations). All these studies, as highlighted by Vilar and Pascual 
(Chap. 15) in their meta-analysis, have in common that they aim to develop the abil-
ity to write and help the child to overcome difficulties. The underlying idea is that 
these investigations provide changes in the sense of having a positive impact on the 
quality of the final product, so that those who had the opportunity to participate in 
the intervention become competent writers. The study conducted by Tolchinsky, 
Fradéjas, Prieto, and Aguado (Chap. 8) is an example of this positive impact that 
was observed in the writing of texts of an argumentative nature on controver-
sial topics.

Orthography (morphology, spelling), grammar, vocabulary, and textual structure 
are linguistic dimensions that have been the focus of these interventions, as some 
chapters of this book demonstrate. Three aspects deserve to be discussed about 
these interventions.

The first is that the positive impact seems to result from a combination of differ-
ent linguistic dimensions and different ways of intervening (teaching methods). For 

2 Vilar and Pacual (Chap. 15) refer to intervention studies as treatments. According to these authors, 
treatments can be defined as the intentional application of a set of instructional activities in the 
target linguistic domain over a certain period of time in order to bring about positive changes in 
this domain.
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example, the association between grammar and vocabulary in the same instructional 
situation can produce an improvement in the quality of students’ texts, especially 
observed when grammar is treated in a communicative approach and with a focus 
on reflection on the language (Myhill et al., 2013; Sotomayor et al., 2020). Another 
important association is between grammar and textual structure, since grammatical 
knowledge involves more than sentence grammar, but rather text grammar, which is 
associated with the characteristics of the type of text being produced. From this 
perspective, knowing the structure of the text leads the writer to make appropriate 
grammatical choices, depending on the type of text being written and on the parts 
that compose it. The relevance of the combination of different aspects was also 
emphasized by López et al. (2021) regarding teaching revision strategies. According 
to these authors, teaching revision strategies alone are not enough to produce a posi-
tive impact on the quality of texts; rather, teaching these strategies should be com-
bined with teaching students to have clear and explicit goals for their texts and to 
take their readers’ perspective into account.

The second aspect is that explicit instruction has been systematically identified 
as a feature of successful interventions, whether offered individually or in collab-
orative situations. Many studies on the teaching of writing share the idea that explicit 
instruction allows important aspects of writing to be objects of knowledge to be 
analyzed, as in research focused on morphology and spelling (Cordewener et al., 
2018), for grammar (Fontich, 2011; Myhill et al., 2012, 2013), and for textual struc-
ture (Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Fitzgerald & Teasley, 1986; Spinillo & de Melo, 
2018; Tolchinsky, 2006; Wells, 2008). Explicit teaching allows learners to become 
aware of linguistic dimensions that are the target of the intervention and, also, to 
become aware of the writing strategies they adopt. In this sense, explicit instruction 
is strongly associated with metalinguistic and metacognitive activities.

The positive role played by explicit instruction was documented by Graham et al. 
(2012), by Koster et al. (2015), and by Vilar and Pacual (Chap. 15) in meta-analysis 
conducted on writing intervention studies. What is observed is that some interven-
tions proved to be more effective than others, making it necessary to know which 
these interventions are, especially from an educational perspective. In general, 
intervention studies bring, in an underlying way, an optimistic view of the possibili-
ties of children by focusing on situations that seek to promote learning and develop-
ment. Furthermore, they can be considered a link between research, theory, and 
educational practices.

The third aspect concerns the promotion of writing motivation of learners, which, 
in turn, is related to teaching of writing that encourages practices that are contextu-
alized in communicative situations. In this perspective, writing is a social process 
involving knowledge about textual genres that help students to succeed in a wide 
variety of social situations in which writing is involved. In addition, the teaching 
should give opportunities to write about topics that are interesting for students (their 
beliefs, attitudes, opinions, habits) and promote a positive emotional environment. 
The notion of community of writers (Graham, 2018) and the writer’s relationship to 
writing (Colognesi & Niwese, 2020) emerge as aspects to be considered in order to 
motivate students to write, as stressed by Concha and Spinosa (Chap. 16).
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In view of these discussions, it is pertinent to look at the knowledge teachers 
need to acquire to teach their students to write. Flores-Ferrés et al. (2022), in Chile, 
and Rietdijk et al. (2017), in the Netherlands, reported that many teachers do not 
feel well prepared to teach writing, especially due to the lack of conceptual knowl-
edge and practical tools. From this context, the final two chapters of this book deal 
with teaching and those who teach students to write. Colognesi, Deramaux, 
Lucchini, and Coertjens (Chap. 17) followed teachers over a year in a training- 
research program in which they were instructed to use effective writing practices in 
their classrooms. Flores-Ferres, van Weijen, van Ockenburg, Peze, Alkema, 
Holdinga, and Rijlaarsdam (Chap. 18) discuss the classroom application of three 
basic design principles for writing instruction. The authors in both chapters high-
light the role played by in-service training to help teachers to adopt more effective 
practices in their classrooms and to become more competent writing educators.

One may conclude that it is necessary to provide teachers with instructional tools 
for teaching writing helping them, for instance, to develop their repertoire of instruc-
tional activities, to identify the most effective practices, and to train them to do 
research about specific problems concerning them and their students (Coburn & 
Penuel, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 2017; Flores, 2017; Kyriakides et al., 2009). For 
this, research results should be incorporated into teacher education programs.

1.7  Final Remarks

From the topics discussed above, some points are considered in this final section of 
this chapter. The order in which these points are presented does not reflect, at all, the 
order of relevance they have in the teaching and learning of writing, because, due to 
their complexity, it is impossible to choose those that are more important and those 
that are less important.

The first point to emphasize is that the dual task of writing and learning to write 
at school is, in the words of Rijlaarsdam and Couzijn (2000), a “double agenda” that 
requires the learner to assume different roles in this task: writer, reader, and critic. 
This change of roles throughout the learning situations requires explicit verbaliza-
tion of metalinguistic knowledge and of the writing strategies used. This double 
agenda applies both to the text composition process and to the teaching of spelling, 
vocabulary, and grammar.

The second point, associated with the first, is that metacognition is a learning 
tool that involves metalinguistic activities. As a learning tool, it demands explicit 
teaching and dialogic talk in the classroom materialized through didactic sequences 
that promote awareness of the regulation strategies and knowledge about the differ-
ent dimensions of written language.

The third point is that writing development is a never-ending task. This develop-
ment occurs at different ages and school periods and is not limited to novice and 
struggling writers, as even individuals who have already mastered writing acquire 
new knowledge and skills related to the ability to write. An example of this is the 
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learning of academic and analytical writing in higher education. Writing courses at 
university levels seek to develop students’ composition competence in order to help 
them to meet the challenges demanded by the different academic subjects. In fact, 
written composition is a crucial task in academic life that requires mastering spe-
cialized vocabulary and discourse typical of different fields of knowledge. Another 
example of this never-ending task refers to learning to use writing in different social 
contexts to achieve different communicative purposes. This refers to the need for 
the individual, regardless of age and schooling, to master a wide variety of textual 
genres, so that written communication can occur successfully in the most varied 
social situations.

The fourth point is that writing is both a cognitive and social process. While a 
social process, writing involves motivational resources writers bring to bear when 
writing, writers’ sense of competence, writers’ relationship to writing, their com-
municative intent, and their background knowledge about the topic they want to 
communicate and about the reader to whom the text is addressed. In other words, in 
addition to the capabilities, perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes of the writers, the act 
of writing has communicative purposes that are shaped and constrained by the 
social context in which it takes place. In some contexts, writing has specific charac-
teristics that are not observed in other situations, such as in the school context, 
where writing becomes a tool for learning. In the classroom, therefore, writing 
acquires a social function that refers to the first point discussed in this final section 
of this first chapter, which is the dual task of writing and learning to write at school.

These four points permeate and give texture to the long text produced in this 
book, which was authored by writers with different theoretical and methodological 
perspectives. These writers, however, had the same communicative purpose, which 
was to contribute to an audience’s knowledge about development, teaching, and 
learning of writing.
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2.1  Introduction

In the school context, written language is the instrument par excellence for learning 
the different subjects that form the syllabus. In this way, difficulties in learning writ-
ten language have a great impact on the school trajectory of any learner, imposing 
serious obstacles to the cognitive and socio-emotional development of children and 
young people of school age.

Writing is a very complex skill, as it involves several other linguistic-cognitive 
skills, including reading, as well as different types of knowledge, including the 
reader’s knowledge of word and the world. In the study on the written production of 
the text, Pontecorvo (1997) distinguishes two levels of analysis: written language 
and language writing. At the level of written language, attention is focused on 
understanding the skills and knowledge related to text composition. From the per-
spective of language writing, the focus is on the own writing process and on the 
linguistic materiality of the text, which includes the domain of spelling, the object 
of this chapter.

There are several aspects involved in the learning of spelling by the learner, 
which comprises the linguistic, cognitive, and socio-affective domains. Initially, it 
is important to make some considerations about the socio-affective aspects involved 
in the domain of spelling, since writing leaves marks, not only on the surface on 
which it is made but also on who writes.

On the one hand, writing according to the conventions of spelling norm confers 
social prestige to those who master them. On the other hand, success in school 
learning is associated with the intelligence, discipline, interest, and effort of the 
learner (Correa & MacLean, 1999; Correa, 2015). The presence of spelling errors in 
writing exposes to others how far the child is from the qualities attributed to school 
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success and how close to unflattering attributes that harm the construction of self- 
esteem. Numerous spelling errors are visible marks of what is not known, often 
being attributed to people with learning difficulties, the labels of undisciplined, 
unmotivated, disinterested, or lazy. Often, children with difficulties in school learn-
ing consider themselves to be unintelligent and underestimate their own abilities. 
This negatively impacts the construction of their self-esteem and their bond with 
learning (Gomes et  al., 2018), harming the relationships they establish with the 
teacher and their peers in the classroom.

To avoid exposure, the child then starts to avoid writing or to write very little, 
generally, elaborating short and disconnected sentences from the use of words 
whose spelling are already known. Understanding the linguistic-cognitive aspects 
involved in the domain of spelling is essential for planning a learning path that leads 
the child to feel confident when writing.

Considering the writer-text-reader interaction, the care with the spelling in the 
text expresses the consideration the writer, by paying attention to spelling, gives to 
the reader (Koch & Elias, 2009). Spelling according to the conventions of the writ-
ten standard makes the text understandable, facilitating communication between the 
writer and the reader. By paying attention to spelling, the writer helps the reader to 
go beyond the linguistic surface of the text without major difficulties, so that read-
ing can become more fluid. This is possible since, with the practice of reading, the 
brain starts to quickly recognize words, relating the conventional spelling of the 
word (orthographic processing), its meaning (semantic processing), and pronuncia-
tion (phonological processing) (Ashby & Rayner, 2012). Thus, the sight of the writ-
ten word immediately activates the information referring to the word, in an 
automated way and without conscious effort on the part of the reader, who can thus 
expend cognitive resources to understand the text. Therefore, being careful with 
spelling is a strategy the writer uses to facilitate communication with the reader and 
favor the sharing of their ideas.

The ease with which the child can carry out the writing activity depends on the 
internalization and consequent automaticity of the writing conventions (Limpo 
et al., 2020). The delay, or even the impossibility, in writing the words on paper dur-
ing the writing activity can even lead the child to forget the subsequent ideas of their 
text, thus compromising the elaboration of sentences and their organization. The 
lack or partial knowledge of conventions of the writing system gives an idiosyn-
cratic character to writing, resulting in a text understandable only with the help of 
the own child in the exact context of its production. After some time, this same text 
no longer makes sense, even for the child who wrote it.

In the production of the text, the writer must coordinate the flow of ideas with the 
act of writing, whether on paper or on digital devices. Thus, the precision and speed 
with which the writing is carried out allows the writer to maintain the continuity of 
the theme and the development of ideas in text elaboration. Difficulties in the 
domain of spelling compromise the fluency of writing, bringing damage both in 
terms of quantity and quality of written production (Gregg & Mather, 2002; Limpo 
et al., 2020). Omissions of words or even sentences are frequent; the delay, or even 
the impossibility, in writing the words on paper during the writing activity can lead 
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the child to forget about subsequent ideas, thus compromising the elaboration of 
sentences and their organization in the text. This ends up compromising the textual 
progression, negatively impacting the construction of text coherence by the writer.

Learners with poor writing skills tend to spend a lot of time spelling words 
(Gregg & Mather, 2002). The fact that many cognitive resources are focused on how 
to spell words hinders the performance of more complex cognitive operations 
required by the text composition process (Berninger et al., 2002; Graham & Harris, 
2000; McCutchen, 2000). In short, a well-developed orthographic processing is fun-
damental for the elaboration of the written text, as it ensures that the writer does not 
face frequent interruptions to the flow of selection, organization, and development 
of ideas, thus contributing to the implementation of monitoring processes and the 
regulation of activity in terms of composition.

2.2  Learning to Spell

Learning is a transitive verb: whoever learns, learns something. In this way, we have 
two basic elements for understanding the learning process: the subject who learns 
and the learning object (Vergnaud, 1985). Thus, in the investigation of spelling 
learning, it is important, on the one hand, to describe which skills contribute to this 
learning and how such skills, as well as the learner’s knowledge, are transformed 
throughout this process. On the other hand, it is important to consider the constitu-
tion of the learning object, in this case the spelling, which by nature imposes epis-
temological obstacles to the subject who learns. Thus, learning spelling will require 
the development of specific cognitive skills, which will differ from other objects of 
knowledge (Vergnaud, 1985). In this way, investigating the learning of spelling 
means considering the following: (a) the skills that, from the subject’s point of view, 
enable them to write according to the norm and (b) the nature of the spelling system. 
The language in which the subject learns will influence the learning process itself, 
as well as the cognitive resources the learner uses to appropriate spelling knowledge.

2.2.1  The Object of Learning: Spelling

The way spelling should be learned is still a matter of debate. On the one hand, there 
are those who advocate that such learning should be carried out in a natural and 
informal way, using self-instruction. On the other hand, there are those who defend 
that spelling knowledge should be an object of explicit and systematic teaching. 
From the perspective of self-instruction learning, the development of spelling skills 
would result from the experience with reading, since when reading, the learner 
would be exposed to the conventional spelling of words. This practice is in line with 
the perspective that learning to read and write should occur naturally through 
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children’s participation in different literacy contexts, that is, from their participation 
in activities requiring the use of reading and of writing.

In fact, the practice of reading contributes to develop spelling knowledge, but 
less effectively than through explicit teaching. Although reading and writing both 
involve mastering the conventions of the writing system, the distinction between 
spelling irregularities and regularities may vary, depending on the perspective of the 
reader or the writer. There would be “reading spelling regularities” and “writing 
spelling regularities” (Morais, 2005), since, from the graphophonic point of view, 
there is greater consistency of letter-sound relationships in reading than in the pho-
nographic correspondence in writing. In cases of multiple correspondence between 
letters and sounds, irregularities are experienced both in reading and writing, when 
a grapheme represents several phonemes. Nevertheless, in cases where a phoneme 
is represented by different graphemes, the reader does not experience any ambiguity 
in converting the grapheme into a phoneme. However, in writing, the doubt about 
the appropriate representation for the phoneme in spelling remains. In this way, the 
child has a greater number of regularities when reading the words in the text than in 
their writing.

Although children can, depending on their experience, learn certain spelling pat-
terns without being formally educated, pedagogical practices for spelling mastery 
based only on natural learning, that is, carried out in an incidental and informal way, 
have shown limited reach for children with typical development (Bruck et al., 1998; 
Treiman, 2018). Those practices also prove to be unproductive for children with 
learning difficulties (Graham, 2000). Natural learning has shown limited contribu-
tion when compared to systematic teaching of spelling conventions in various per-
formance measures.

Teaching spelling does not mean advocating a return to the traditional method of 
giving children lists of words for them to memorize but rather leading the learner to 
understand the alphabetic writing system and spelling rules. In this sense, the sys-
tematic teaching of spelling should be organized with the principle of offering 
opportunities for the child to observe, compare, analyze, discuss, and explain their 
knowledge about spelling (Meireles & Correa, 2006; Morais, 1998) as well as to 
develop skills and metacognitive strategies that contribute to spelling progress 
(Cordewener et al., 2016; Cordewener et al., 2018).

Despite the greater effectiveness of explicit teaching for spelling mastery 
(Graham & Santangelo, 2014), both forms of learning, implicit and explicit, present 
singularities that make them important in their way to promote the development of 
children’s writing skills. The association of systematic teaching of spelling conven-
tions with incidental learning practices may even prove to be more effective than 
either of these approaches alone (Graham, 2000). Thus, for the learning of spelling 
knowledge by the child, it is important to organize the explicit teaching of spelling 
in a systematic and meaningful way, associated with self-instruction learning, 
depending on the child’s participation in different literacy contexts. With this, the 
child is provided with the opportunity to participate in more natural writing activi-
ties in which the spelling knowledge learned can be applied.
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2.2.2  The Nature of the Spelling in Which One Learns 
to Write

If the alphabetic orthographies were totally transparent, that is, if there was absolute 
regularity in the relationship between the sound pattern and the graphic pattern, the 
knowledge of the correspondence between sounds and letters would be enough for 
the development of spelling skills. That is, in a totally transparent writing system, 
the spellings of words would be predictable, resorting to phonographic correspon-
dences, since a phoneme would be represented by a letter (or group of letters), and 
this same letter (or group of letters) would only represent a single phoneme. 
Irregularities from the phonographic point of view (sound for letters) in alphabetic 
orthographies imply the existence of multiple representations for a given phoneme, 
as in the possibility that a grapheme represents different phonemes, generating plau-
sible spellings for certain words, although not sanctioned by the spelling 
conventions.

Seymour et  al. (2003) compared several alphabet-based European languages 
regarding their complexity, adopting as one of the criteria the degree of regularity of 
correspondence between sounds and letters in the spelling of words. The different 
orthographies were organized in a continuum from the absolute regularity of 
phoneme- grapheme correspondences (maximum transparency) to the extreme in 
terms of opacity or irregularity of such correspondences. In this way, spelling would 
be so much more opaque, the more irregularities observed in the phonographic cor-
respondences in the spelling of the words. In the comparative analysis of European 
languages carried out by Seymour et  al. (2003), according to the regularity- 
irregularity axis of phonographic correspondences, we would have the following 
sequence, comparing the following Latin orthographies: Italian, Spanish, European 
Portuguese (at a central point of the continuum), and French.

The unpredictability in the spelling of words at the phonographic level does not 
nullify the possibility of predicting the spelling of such words at another level of 
language, such as morphology. In this case, consistency in spelling of morphemes 
makes it possible to spell words correctly, the subject’s morphological knowledge 
will significantly contribute to the development of spelling skills (McCutchen & 
Stull, 2015). The contribution of morphology to spelling is more expressively docu-
mented in opaque languages, such as English and French (Levesque et al., 2021; 
Mussar et al., 2020). The importance of morphology for the writing of school-age 
children has also been investigated in regular orthographies. There is empirical evi-
dence suggesting the contribution of morphological awareness to the development 
of writing skills also in transparent orthography, as in Italian (Angelelli et al., 2014) 
and Spanish (Defior et al., 2008), or even in relatively transparent orthographies, 
such as Brazilian Portuguese (Cardoso et  al., 2008; Guimarães et  al., 2014; 
Guimarães & Mota, 2018; Mota, 2012).

In addition to the importance of morphology for learning different orthographies, 
it is questioned in which period the independent contribution of morphological 
awareness would impact learning. There is empirical evidence that the use of 
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morphology would be carried out late (Nunes et al., 1997). Children would be slow 
to use morphological knowledge in writing. There is also evidence that points to the 
significant contribution of morphology in the early years of learning to write 
(Breadmore & Deacon, 2019). In this way, morphological processing would have a 
specific and independent contribution from that observed for phonological process-
ing from an early age to children’s writing (Zhang & Treiman, 2020). In both cases, 
the empirical evidence comes, for the most part, from investigations in English 
(Deacon, 2008). From a phonological point of view, English is a very irregular lan-
guage (Seymour et al., 2003), which greatly limits the use of phonological strategies 
in writing.

In short, to write according to the orthographic norm, the child integrates diverse 
knowledge and skills. Orthographic writing requires the understanding of regulari-
ties related to different levels of linguistic analysis and therefore cannot be per-
formed immediately by mastering the alphabetic writing system in the initial years 
of formal education. In this way, mastering spelling will involve knowledge and 
skills to be learned throughout schooling.

2.3  The Development of Children’s Spelling Skills 
in Brazilian Portuguese

Historically, the spelling of Brazilian Portuguese, like other alphabetic languages, 
was not organized solely guided by the phonographic principle. Other linguistic 
levels, such as etymology and morphology, are present in its constitution. Therefore, 
other levels of linguistic information, and other strategies, besides phonology, are 
necessary to be able to write according to the orthographic norms of Brazilian 
Portuguese. Despite the relative transparency of Brazilian Portuguese, it is not pos-
sible to predict the spelling of certain words just by knowing the regularity of cor-
respondences between letters and sounds. In some cases, it is necessary to relativize 
the principle of letter-sound regularity, considering the position in which the repre-
sentation of a phoneme is determined by phonemes or letters that are close to it in 
the word. Such regularities are called context regularities, and they continue to have 
as a reference the phonological level of analysis of the language.

As a Romance language, Brazilian Portuguese is an inflected language. Nouns 
and adjectives are modified in number or gender, while verbs are modified in tense, 
aspect, and person. Brazilian Portuguese also includes morphologically complex 
words; most affixes (prefixes and suffixes) come from Latin or Greek. To write 
according to orthographic norms, children need to develop morphological process-
ing skills, since there are cases in Brazilian Portuguese in which the spellings of 
words follow regularities of a morphological nature, related to the class to which the 
words belong and the spelling of morphemes that constitute them.

Describing the development of spelling skills in Brazilian Portuguese allows to 
understand, in this process, the constitutive role of a language with a median 
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position in the regularity-irregularity continuum regarding phonographic corre-
spondences (Seymour et al., 2003). Brazilian Portuguese is even considered more 
transparent than European Portuguese (Fernandes et al., 2008). Thus, empirical evi-
dence obtained for European Portuguese cannot be generalized to Brazilian 
Portuguese and vice versa.

2.3.1  Context-Sensitive and Morphological Regularities 
in Brazilian Portuguese Spelling

To examine the relative difficulty of spelling regularities of frequent use in Brazilian 
Portuguese, according to their level of linguistic organization, we asked children 
from the 3rd to the 5th year of elementary school to write words whose spellings 
were predicted by spelling conventions of a context-sensitive and morphological 
nature. Morphological regularities were separated into those of inflectional nature, 
in which morphemes express certain grammatical information (number, tense, per-
son, etc.), and those of derivational nature, in which new words are formed by the 
addition of affixes. The regularities evaluated are listed in Table 2.1.

Words were randomly assigned to four different dictation lists among other 
words, so that children could not find a writing pattern that could be repeated. The 
dictation sheet contained, in each item, a sentence with a blank space for writing the 
dictated word. The word was said once in isolation and repeated in the reading of 
the sentence contained in the child’s dictation protocol. It was repeated once more 
in isolation so that the student could fill in the blank space in the sentence with the 
dictated word. The dictation was performed in the classroom, with the help of the 
class teacher, as part of routine activities. The examination of writing in critical 
contexts, that is, in the correct spelling of the evaluated endings, was analyzed by 
using cluster analysis. This allow to examine individual differences in children’s 

Table 2.1 Cluster profiles for context-sensitive and morphological regularities

Phoneme Grapheme Critical context Examples

Context-sensitive regularities
/R/ Rr Intervocalic Corrida (race); birra (tantrum)
/r/ R Intervocalic Cara (face); parada (stop)
Inflectional morphological regularities
/ãw/ Ão Simple future indicative Falarão (they will speak; cantarão (they will 

sing)
M Present tense of verbs in 

ar
Falam (they speak); cantam they sing)

Derivational morphological regularities
/z/ S esa suffix Marquesa (marchioness);

princesa (princess)
Z eza suffix Beleza (beauty); pobreza (poverty)
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spelling skills, which we would not obtain if the data were treated dichotomously, 
in terms of the presence or absence of errors. Children were distributed into groups 
according to the spellings produced, respectively, for context regularities (Table 2.2) 
and morphological regularities of inflectional (Table 2.3) and derivational nature 
(Table 2.4).

Context-Sensitive Rules
The letter r at the beginning of a word represents the phoneme /R/, as rua (street). 
When between vowels, it represents the phoneme /r/. For the representation of the 
phoneme /R/ when between vowels, it is necessary to use two letters r, forming the 
digraph rr, as in carro (car).

In the first group, children are moderately skilled at spelling words with pho-
neme /r/. Children in the second group are skilled at spelling those words. In the 
third group, children are skilled at spelling words in all critical contexts.

Examination of spellings throughout schooling reveals a pattern of development 
in which the child becomes more skilled, initially, in one of the critical contexts, 
before becoming competent in both. The representation in which the child is most 
skillful is the one which is also presented in high-frequency words. In year 5, most 
children are able to perform well in representing both critical contexts.

Inflectional Morphological Rules
The ending /ãw/ is written as ão, when it comes to representing the future tense of 
verbs for the third person plural – eles partirão (they will depart). When represent-
ing the present tense of verbs ending in ar, write the ending with am. The child 
could only spell words with such endings according to spelling conventions through 
the use of their morphological knowledge in solving the ambiguity presented in the 
writing of such endings.

In the first group (skilled at -ão ending), children represent the ending /aw/ using 
the ending ão. It is important to say that nouns very familiar to children ending in /
aw/ are represented by ão.

Table 2.2 Cluster profiles for context-sensitive rules

Moderately skilled
phoneme /r/ Skilled phoneme /r/

Skilled all
critical contexts

(n = 15) (n = 40) (n = 88)

Phoneme /R/ M .39 .41 .93
SD .27 .21 .09

Phoneme /r/ M .57 1.00 .99
SD .27 .00 .04

3rd year n 10 20 23
% 19 38 43

4th year n 1 12 20
% 3 36 61

5th year n 4 8 45
% 7 14 79
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Table 2.3 Cluster profiles for inflectional morphological rules

-ão/ -am endings
Skilled
-ão ending

Skilled
-am ending Skilled all critical contexts

(n = 48) (n = 46) (n = 42)
-am ending M .19 .71 .92

SD .20 .27 .12
-rão ending M .90 .29 .93

SD .12 .23 .09
3rd year n 12 8 4

% 50 33 17
4th year n 19 19 7

% 42 42 16
5th year n 17 19 31

% 25 28 46

Table 2.4 Cluster profiles for derivational morphological rule

Skilled
eza suffix

Skilled
esa suffix

Skilled
all critical
contexts

(n = 25) (n = 72) (n = 41)
Suffix esa M .10 .90 .76

SD .13 .18 .18
Suffix eza M .60 .21 .73

SD .31 .20 .19
3rd year n 19 23 8

% 38 46 16
4th year n 5 33 16

% 9 61 30
5th year n 1 16 17

% 3 47 50

For children in the second group (skilled at -am ending), the preferred way of 
representing the ending sound is made by the ending am. Such an ending designates 
the present tense of verbs. Narratives of children in the early years make a lot of use 
of the present tense.

In the third group (skilled at all critical contexts), the number of correct spellings 
in writing the ending /aw/ is significantly higher than expected due to the indistinct 
use of both endings. Children in this group are not exclusively attached to a particu-
lar representation for spelling verbs with /aw/ ending, making appropriate use of 
morphological information.

The percentage of children classified in each of the spelling patterns indicates a 
qualitative change in the child’s use of morphological information throughout 
schooling. The percentages of children who generalize the use of one or another 
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ending in the writing of the ending /aw/ are very close both in 4th and 5th years. 
With respect to the frequency distribution, it is initially expected the predominance 
of the form ão in writing. This is followed by alternation in the use of one or another 
graphic form, before the mastery of the appropriate spelling. The percentages of 
children who generalize the use of one or another ending in the writing of the ending 
/aw/ are very close both in 4th and 5th years that would be able to consistently spell 
/aw/ endings was 46%.

Derivational Morphological Rules
The ending /eza/ is written eza, when in a derivational morpheme that forms abstract 
nouns (beleza, beauty; pobreza, poverty) or esa, when in a morpheme used in the 
generation of a feminine form, such as in duquesa (duchess) and norueguesa 
(Norwegian woman). Again, to resolve the ambiguity in the writing of this ending, 
the child will have to use their morphological analysis skills.

The first group includes children who represented the phoneme /z/ preferably by 
the letter z. This indicates that these children were based on the alphabetical hypoth-
esis that the letter z is the representation par excellence of the phoneme in question. 
Therefore, they spell only the morpheme eza in a conventional way.

For children in the second group (skilled at esa suffix), the preferred way of rep-
resenting the phoneme /z/ is made by the letter s. Children, still guided by their 
sensitivity to phonology and understanding of the change in the sound value of the 
letter, according to their position in the word, recognize the legitimacy of the letter 
s in the representation of the phoneme /z/ as well as its higher frequency of use in 
these cases. In this way, words formed by the morpheme esa are written in a conven-
tional way.

In the third group (skilled at all critical contexts), the number of correct spellings 
in writing both morphemes was significantly higher than expected due to the indis-
tinct use of the letters s and z for spelling the phoneme. Children in this group are 
not exclusively attached to a particular phonological representation for word spell-
ing, making appropriate use of morphological information.

The percentage of children classified in each of the spelling patterns varied con-
siderably according to schooling, indicating a qualitative change in the use made of 
morphological information in writing during their development, the endings /eza/. 
Although the mastery of such orthographic regularities varies significantly accord-
ing to children’s schooling, the percentage of children in the 5th year that would be 
able to consistently spell /eza/ endings was 45%.

The analysis of the frequency of correct answers in the evaluated critical context 
regularities suggests that Brazilian children tend to master context regularity more 
easily when compared with morphological regularities, which corroborates Meireles 
and Correa’s (2005) previous findings. The use of morphology by children to resolve 
ambiguities in writing is late, as also observed by Correa et al. (2016). Thus, there 
would be a progression in the domain of the different orthographic regularities in 
Brazilian Portuguese, starting with the writing of phonographic regularities, fol-
lowed by the regularity of context, to the regularity of morphological nature. A simi-
lar sequence was also observed in more regular orthographies such as Spanish (Ford 
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et al., 2018) and Italian (Notarnicola et al., 2012). Finally, it is important to note that 
regularity of inflectional nature did not prove to be easier than that of deriva-
tional nature.

2.3.2  Children’s Spelling Errors in Brazilian 
Portuguese Writing

Just as important as examining the pattern of correct spelling in critical contexts for 
understanding the development of children’s spelling skills is to consider the pattern 
of errors made by them, particularly at their early schooling years. Error analysis 
can provide relevant information about their linguistic knowledge and the strategies 
used to write. In fact, much of our understanding of spelling development comes 
from analyzing children’s mistakes and invented writing.

Spelling errors are not random but reflect the level of knowledge or skill that 
children have (Limpo et  al., 2021). Thus, the analysis of these errors allows to 
observe in which orthographic context the child makes such errors and at what point 
in their school trajectory. Based on the nature and frequency of spelling errors, it is 
possible to establish a hierarchy between the different types of spelling rules and 
their mastery by children, thus examining the existence of a pattern in the develop-
ment of spelling skills.

The use of dictation allows the evaluation of the child’s spelling performance 
through the systematic control of orthographic syllabic patterns of dictated words, 
as well as the spelling regularities or irregularities to be examined. Text writing also 
offers a valuable corpus of analysis to assess spelling errors, as children are more 
likely to spell words as they normally do in their spontaneous writing. Furthermore, 
analysis on the production of written texts does not limit the nature of the errors to 
be found. Thus, through the analysis of spelling errors found in written texts, we can 
examine the nature and frequency of these in words that children chose to write.

Correa and Dockrell (2010) examined orthographic patterns present in the sto-
ries written by Brazilian children attending the 1st to 3rd years. The types of mis-
takes frequently found in these texts were:

 (a) String of letters – writing sequences of letters that do not represent any existing 
word in the language. It is a typical prephonological spelling.

 (b) Phonologically acceptable errors  – use of a letter or group of letters that, 
although not the conventional representation for that word, are possible tran-
scriptions for the phoneme. For example, the child writes caza instead of casa 
(house). Although the choice of the letter z is not appropriate to represent the 
phoneme /z/ in the word casa, this letter represents the phoneme in other words, 
such as prazer (pleasure) or fazer (to do)

 (c) Illegal letter errors: there is the use of a letter that does not represent the target 
phoneme in any context of the language – cato instead of gato (cat). Generally, 
the child’s choice is for a letter that would represent a phoneme analogous to the 
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target phoneme and that differs from it solely by the presence or absence of the 
voicing feature.

 (d) Letter omission errors: omission of the representation of a phoneme presents in 
the enunciation of the word – lina instead of linda (beautiful).

 (e) Illegal letter order errors – phonemes of the word are represented, but the letters 
of some are in the wrong order – predeu instead of perdeu [she/he lost]. This 
type of error occurs in complex syllabic patterns such as CCV or CVC.

 (f) Morpheme omissions errors: vai canta instead of vai cantar (going to sing).
 (g) Morpheme substitution errors: beberão (simple future) instead of beberam 

(past tense – drinked).
 (h) Morpheme addition errors: uma presente instead of um presente (a present).

The frequency of each type of error is presented in Table 2.5. The phonologically 
acceptable errors were the most frequent, occurring in the writing of almost all the 
children participating in the study.

For analysis, Correa and Dockrell (2010) considered the errors made by more 
than 50% children (Table 2.5): phonologically acceptable errors, substitution of let-
ters, omission of letters, and omission of morphemes. As expected, schooling con-
tributed to decrease the frequency of spelling errors that express difficulties in 
phonological analysis and/or inappropriate phonographic correspondence 
(Table 2.6).

The proportion of phonologically acceptable errors throughout schooling reveals 
the importance that phonological processing has overexposure to print for writing 
development in Brazilian Portuguese. It is to be expected that with the increase in 
schooling, there would also be an increase in exposure to written material, at the 
same time that phonologically acceptable errors would decrease, which would indi-
cate the relevance of the lexical strategy for writing. However, the proportion of 
phonologically acceptable errors in the 2nd and 3rd years suggests the importance 
of phonological processing for the construction of the orthographic lexicon in 
Brazilian Portuguese.

At all ages, children omitted letters and morphemes, suggesting that the produc-
tion of fluent text demands information processing resources, which may contribute 

Table 2.5 Error types produced by children in their written stories

Error type
Percentage of children producing 
error type

Range in numbers of errors 
per child

Morpheme substitutions 5 0–1
Illegal letter order 10 0–5
String of letters 16 0–5
Morpheme addition 22 0–4
Morpheme omission 54 0–8
Letter omissions 58 0–10
Illegal letter representation 69 0–28
Phonologically acceptable 
errors

93 0–43
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Table 2.6 Patterns of error according to schooling

Letter omission 
errors

Illegal letter 
representations

Morpheme 
omission errors

Phonologically 
acceptable errors

1st 
year

.13 .19 .08 .42

2nd 
year

.08 .15 .11 .62

3rd 
year

.09 .11 .14 .59

to omissions in writing. The frequency of illegal letters errors in writing was more 
common than omissions, suggesting that children were trying to spell the phono-
logical sequence of words without mastering the appropriate representations to do 
so. Either through errors in phonologically acceptable representations or even 
through the presence of illegal letters errors, it can be seen that children were trying 
to represent the phonological sequence of the target words in their texts. However, 
these were not the only mistakes made. In the case of omission of morphemes, chil-
dren are exclusively relaying on their speech for their writing. In speech, there is, for 
example, the omission of some verb endings (e.g., as in the verb phrase vamos via-
jar (let’s travel), in which the phoneme /r/ is not pronounced). The success observed 
in spelling words determined by orthographic regularities of morphological nature 
is related to the development of morphological processing skills.

Examining the correlations between the types of errors allows to infer differ-
ences or similarities between them. Phonologically acceptable errors have a nega-
tive and statistically significant relationship with all other types of errors. On the 
other hand, illegal letter errors and letter omissions are positively correlated, which 
reiterates the fact that they are typical errors of children with phonological analysis 
difficulties and who lack the necessary knowledge of phonographic correspondence 
for a more accurate representation of words in writing.

2.3.3  Unconventional Lexical Segmentation in Brazilian 
Portuguese Writing

Correa and Dockrell (2007) analyzed the production of stories by Brazilian children 
in elementary school (1st to 3rd years) and showed the occurrence of unconven-
tional segmentations in the writing of texts. Defining the limits of words in writing 
a text is not a simple task, even for children who have mastered graphophonemic 
correspondences. The existence of blank spaces in writing results in information the 
writer and reader must process in order to understand the text (Ferreiro & Pontecorvo, 
1996). In children’s writing, unconventional word segmentation has been observed 
in a variety of languages and contexts with more occurrences of hyposegmentation 
(failure to separate two or more written words with a space) than hypersegmentation 
(written words are divided into more than one segment). In Brazilian Portuguese, 
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there is a tendency for articles or prepositions not to be separated by blank spaces 
from the closest lexical words (nouns and verbs) in hyposegmentation (omenino 
instead of o menino – the boy). The occurrences of hypersegmentation also refer to 
the same word classes involved in hyposegmentation.

Correa and Dockrell (2007) examined the frequency of unconventional lexical 
segmentation in Brazilian Portuguese in the early years of schooling, as well as the 
relationship of such segmentations with children’s orthographic development. 
Hyposegmentations are significantly more frequent than hypersegmentations in 
children’s texts. The relative frequency of nonconventional segmentations decreases 
significantly until the 3rd year. Children showing a greater number of unconven-
tional segmentations in their narratives, whether in the form of hyposegmentation or 
hypersegmentation, produced relatively more spelling errors related to the string of 
letters and illegal letter representations. The latter, related to substitutions of voiced 
and unvoiced consonants representations, as in the spelling of cato by gato (cat). In 
turn, spelling errors with lesser occurrences of unconventional segmentations in 
writing were, for the most part, phonologically acceptable. In this sense, the occur-
rence of hyposegmentations and hypersegmentations in children’s texts is related to 
the presence of spelling errors that express difficulties in phonological analysis on 
the part of children.

2.4  Cognitive Skills for Learning to Spell 
in Brazilian Portuguese

Understanding spelling learning as a knowledge construction process involves 
understanding both the nature of the object of knowledge and the knowing subject. 
In this sense, it is important to examine, from the point of view of the knowing sub-
ject, how children’s writing reveals the cognitive processes related to the develop-
ment of spelling.

In order to match speech, which is continuous, to letters, which are discrete units, 
it is necessary to segment speech into discrete units so that this correspondence can 
be carried out. The ability that enables this segmentation to be performed is phono-
logical awareness, that is, the ability to operate on the phonological constituents of 
speech. Spellings that can be predicted by employing the analysis of sublexical 
units that involve meaning and grammatical information will require the learner to 
employ their morphological processing skills. Knowledge about the sequences of 
letters allowed by the writing system, as well as the memorization of spellings of 
irregular words, is part of the set of skills and knowledge for progress in spelling.

In Brazilian Portuguese, Correa and Dockrell (2010) analyzed the relationship 
between the occurrence of spelling errors most frequently found in children’s writ-
ing (phonologically acceptable errors, illegal letter representations, letter omission, 
and morpheme omission) and verbal and nonverbal skills, working memory, vocab-
ulary, morphological awareness, and reading. Phonologically acceptable errors 
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were positively correlated with all assessed skills, with the exception of nonverbal 
skills. Except for the nonverbal skill, illegal letter representation showed a negative 
and statistically significant correlation with all other linguistic-cognitive skills. 
There were no statistically significant correlations between letter omissions and any 
of the skills assessed. However, a negative trend was found between letter omissions 
and reading. There was a statistically significant positive correlation between mor-
pheme omission and the morphological awareness task. It was also observed a posi-
tive trend between morpheme omission errors and working memory.

Acceptable phonological errors indicate the importance of phonological process-
ing in the construction of an orthographic lexicon by Brazilian children. Illegal 
representation of letters and the omission of letters suggested that children were 
struggling with phonological analysis and phoneme-grapheme correspondence. 
However, illegal letter was also related to broader difficulties children have with 
other cognitive and linguistic abilities, such as verbal ability, reading, working 
memory, and morphological awareness.

According to Correa and Dockrell (2007), no significant differences were 
detected in nonverbal skills or working memory resources according to the greater 
or lesser occurrence of nonconventional segmentations in stories produced by chil-
dren. The higher frequency of hyposegmentation in the written text of Brazilian 
children would be related to lower performances in verbal skills, vocabulary, and 
reading accuracy. In turn, a higher occurrence of hypersegmentation was related to 
poor reading accuracy. In this sense, occurrences of hyposegmentation in writing 
seem to reflect more general linguistic difficulties than the occurrence of hyperseg-
mentation. The occurrence of hyposegmentation would be related to the child’s lin-
guistic conceptions, based on oral language and the learning of writing conventions. 
In turn, hypersegmentation appears to be of a later occurrence when compared to 
hyposegmentation. Hypersegmentation is more specifically related to learning to 
read and write and to the hypotheses the child builds about the concept of word 
based on the formal instruction they receive.

Not all words have meanings that can be taken as a unit of meaning independent 
of the linguistic universe. Prepositions, articles, and conjunctions, for example, are 
eminently related to the context of the language itself, modifying the meaning of 
other words to establish grammatical relationships between the words in the sen-
tence and between the sentences themselves (Monteiro, 2002; Rosa, 2006). The 
meaning of such words is therefore grammatical in nature. These are the so-called 
function words (Bisol, 2004) or grammatical words (Monteiro, 2002; Rosa, 2006). 
The hypothesis about a minimum number of letters for writing a word is contra-
dicted by the fact that there are words written with only one or two letters, such as 
articles, which have no lexical meaning but only grammatical meaning. According 
to Correa et al. (2014), Brazilian children start to hypersegment words in which they 
highlight syllables corresponding to such words (a gora instead of agora  – 
right now).

The child’s verbal skills, in particular their level of vocabulary, significantly con-
tribute to the understanding of the limits of the word in writing. This is because vocab-
ulary knowledge is correlated with a better phonological representation of the word, 
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as argued by Dockrell and Messer (2004). According to them, vocabulary also influ-
ences the child’s spelling development via morphology and semantics, which would 
also help to explain the correlation obtained between the lower frequency of uncon-
ventional segmentation in writing and morphological awareness, that is, the ability to 
deal with the morphological constituents of words, thus allowing to identify, under-
stand, and mentally operate with morphemes (Nunes et al., 1997). Younger children 
find it easier to properly delimit nouns, verbs, and adjectives in writing (Ferreiro & 
Pontecorvo, 1996; Tolchinsky & Cintas, 2001). Such word classes represent ideas 
(Monteiro, 2002) or objects of thought (Tamba-Mecz, 2006). Such words are called 
lexical words (Bisol, 2004) or content words (Rosa, 2006). In these cases, children 
could use their semantic knowledge and sensitivity to grammar, particularly differ-
ences between word classes, to decide the boundary between words in writing.

Finally, the correlation between reading accuracy and the lower frequency of uncon-
ventional segmentation in writing indicates that the ability to establish limits between 
words in Brazilian Portuguese would be related to: (a) greater ability in phonological 
analysis and (b) the knowledge the child has of graphophonemic correspondences. This 
hypothesis gains strength with reference to correlations between the frequency of uncon-
ventional segmentation and orthographic knowledge presented in the previous section.

2.5  Final Remarks

To understand the learning process, it is important to look inside the relationship 
established between subject and object of knowledge. Thus, it becomes relevant to 
discuss what is learned and what makes learning possible. Regarding the object of 
knowledge, in this case spelling, it is important to consider the nature of regularities 
from which the spellings of words can be predicted, the relative difficulty between 
different regularities, as well as which regularities are learned before the others. 
From the perspective of the subject, it is necessary to describe the linguistic- 
cognitive skills contributing to the mastery of spelling conventions, explaining how 
and when they influence the development of writing.

In the case of Brazilian Portuguese, a set of characteristics at the phonological 
level of language organization makes phonological processing a fundamental skill 
for learning spelling. Such findings reiterate the relative transparency of Brazilian 
Portuguese, bringing it closer to transparent Latin spelling, such as Spanish, for 
example. Given the morphological complexity of Brazilian Portuguese, how can 
one explain that morphological processing does not contribute to the same extent as 
phonological processing to the orthographic knowledge of Brazilian children since 
the early years of schooling? The answer to this question needs to go beyond the 
existence of a relative regularity of phonographic correspondences. It must be con-
sidered that Brazilian Portuguese shows, in prosodic terms, a relatively high degree 
of syllable-timing (Barbosa, 2000; Bisol, 2000). This makes the syllable a sublexi-
cal unit of great importance for the phonological analysis of the word in writing 
(Correa et al., 2007).
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The prominence given to the syllable in Brazilian Portuguese tends to impair the 
salience of the morphic constituents of the words. The spelling of some affixes cor-
responds to a single syllable. Others would have their identity diluted, being part of 
two different syllables. Thus, the relative regularity of phonographic correspon-
dences, the predominance of simpler syllabic patterns, such as the prominence of 
the syllable as a sublexical unit of references, favor the development of phonologi-
cal processing, contributing to delay the process of morphic analysis of words as a 
strategy to be used in writing of Brazilian children. In short, compared to the devel-
opment of phonological awareness, the contribution of morphology for the mastery 
of spelling in Brazilian Portuguese would be more specific (Correa, 2022; Soares, 
2016), as well as its explicit use in writing would be later, as revealed by the analysis 
of spellings of Brazilian children’s spellings, whether through dictations or through 
writing texts.

Finally, the set of investigations on the development of spelling skills in Brazilian 
children have interesting implications regarding the understanding of the develop-
ment of spelling skills. The first is that the contribution of morphology to learn to 
spell in Brazilian Portuguese, compared to that of phonological awareness, is more 
specific. Also, the explicit use of morphological information occurs later in chil-
dren’s development of spelling skills. In addition to contributions of phonology, 
orthography, and morphology as described by the Triple Word Form Theory of 
spelling development (Bahr et al., 2012), in Brazilian Portuguese, prosodic aspects, 
such as rhythm and the contribution of semantics-syntax, should be highlighted. In 
this way, the interaction of lexical and sublexical units of analysis is encompassed 
to understand how Brazilian children develop their basic writing skills.

Language is both an object of knowledge and an object of thought, and as such it 
must be learned as well as taught. In this sense, the study of language is fundamental 
so that language can also be used for the study. Investigations about the acquisition 
of spelling knowledge bring relevant educational implications to be considered for 
the creation of learning contexts for the study of writing in the early school years. In 
the specific case of Brazilian Portuguese as a teaching object, it is important to con-
sider children’s linguistic intuition about the syllable-spelling pattern of words and 
the prominence of the syllable as a sublexical unit of analysis. Phonological pro-
cessing is of fundamental importance for success in learning to spell in Brazilian 
Portuguese. Errors that impair the learning of writing are those reflecting the diffi-
culty in performing the phonological analysis on the part of the child. Finally, it is 
essential to understand that writing leaves marks on children, in the form of stories 
of success or failure to learn. We expect that, from the children’s point of view, 
learning contexts allow the writing of stories in which learners can live their trajec-
tories as knowing subjects happily ever after.
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Chapter 3
Grammar as a Resource for Developing 
Metalinguistic Understanding About 
Writing

Debra Myhill 

3.1  Introduction

In the digital world of mass communication, writing is everywhere – not just in 
traditional print forms but also in blogs, websites, text messaging, emails and other 
social media. As educators, we are preparing children and young people for a world 
where they are likely to write much more frequently than their grandparents. 
Through writing, we can communicate our own most private thoughts, articulate 
our deepest fears, express our most creative imaginings and understand ourselves 
and our world. And writing, of course, is fundamental to educational success. We 
cannot underestimate the importance of empowering the children we teach to 
become engaged and effective writers. This chapter will consider how grammar can 
be a powerful resource to support and empower students in understanding the nature 
of writing and being a writer, through developing their metalinguistic understanding 
of how grammatical choices shape meaning in writing. This draws on Halliday’s 
seminal work on a functional approach to language to inform both our theoretical 
framing and the operationalisation of our pedagogical approach. In presenting data 
from classrooms, and through adopting a critical analysis of our data, we will also 
show how teachers can empower or constrain students’ agency as writers.

Halliday’s (1978, 2004) theorisation of grammar as social semiotic positions 
writers as creators of texts who can enact an infinite repertoire of choices to shape 
meaning. Potentially, this gives writers’ authorial ownership through being able to 
take control of their writerly decision-making. This stands in contrast to traditional 
prescriptive conceptualisations of grammar, which position grammar as the arbiter 
of accuracy and which all too often foster normative hegemonic discourses of 
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compliance in the writing classroom. Positioning grammar as solely concerned with 
grammatical accuracy in writing is an impoverished view of grammar, which misses 
the opportunities and possibilities that grammatical knowledge can offer the writer. 
In contrast, Halliday’s emphasis on understanding how grammar is a resource for 
making meaning offers the possibility of thinking about classroom pedagogies, in 
which writers are accorded greater agency through understanding the choices avail-
able to them as writers, and thus being enabled to make increasingly autonomous 
choices.

However, classrooms are sites of complex cultural and social reproduction, 
and school writing is shaped as much by curriculum imperatives as by pedago-
gies promoting autonomy. Concerns about the standards achieved in writing in 
school have been expressed across national jurisdictions (Graham & 
Rijlaarsdam, 2016). Such concerns may exert highly normative pressures on 
writing classrooms, which run counter to notions of writing as empowerment. 
In the study’s context of the National Curriculum in England and Wales, a 
high-stakes testing regime and a climate of high accountability tend towards a 
view of writing heavily oriented to test demands. The curriculum now also 
mandates for the explicit teaching of grammar (DfE, 2013, 2014), including 
specified terminology for each year group, which is assured through a national 
test of grammar for all 11-year-olds. As a consequence, how empowerment 
literacy in writing manifests itself in the writing classroom may be realised in 
very different ways. In the light of this, this chapter will investigate what 
metalinguistic understanding young writers reveal through their talk about 
their own grammatical choices. Through this, it will explore what students’ 
metalinguistic talk about writing reveals about the ways in which they exer-
cise, or not, their power to choose in writing. The paper argues that students’ 
capacity to exercise agency and choice in writing is enabled or constrained by 
curriculum requirements and by teachers’ pedagogical practices in facilitating 
metalinguistic understanding.

3.2  Theoretical Framework

Our research has focused on how a functionally oriented pedagogy of writing can 
foster metalinguistic understanding and through this empowerment through 
choice (e.g. Myhill et  al., 2012; Jones et  al., 2013; Myhill, 2018, 2021). 
Theoretically, then, we position ‘grammar as choice’ as an enabling approach for 
developing metalinguistic understanding of writing. Such metalinguistic under-
standing potentially develops young writers’ capacity to make increasingly inde-
pendent choices in writing and to exercise their power to choose. In the light of 
this, we explore in more detail below these two key theoretical perspectives 
informing this research.

D. Myhill
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3.2.1  Grammar as Choice

Janks (2009) has argued for a pedagogy which ‘helps us to think about how we are 
positioning ourselves and our readers by the choices we make as we write and to 
consider how the words we use to name the world may privilege some at the expense 
of others’, and she draws attention to the importance of ‘the social and rhetorical 
sophistication needed to write for a range of audiences and purposes’ (Janks, 2009, 
p.128). This social and rhetorical sophistication requires writers who can under-
stand and play with the multiple ways in which linguistic choices create meaning in 
a written text. It is this which has been the focus of our own research, exploring 
through a cumulative series of empirical studies (see, e.g. Myhill et al., 2012, 2018; 
Myhill & Newman, 2016) how teachers can support young writers in understanding 
the power of grammatical choice.

Our theorisation of grammar as choice is strongly influenced by systemic func-
tional linguistics (SFL) and Halliday’s seminal reframing of grammar as social 
semiotic, a key resource for meaning-making (Halliday, 2004; Halliday & 
Mathiessen, 2004). In contrast to grammars which attend to the analysis and naming 
of how the language system is structured, Halliday’s functional approach positions 
‘grammar as a meaning-making resource’ and suggests that we should ‘describe 
grammatical categories by reference to what they mean – an insightful mode of 
entry to the study of discourse’ (Halliday & Mathiessen, 2004, p.10). It is an envi-
ronmentalist approach (Exley et al., 2016), which attends to language in use rather 
than the rules of the system. Janks draws on Halliday’s three metafunctions 
(Halliday, 1985) to outline the importance of language choices at an ideational, 
interpersonal and textual level:

We need to understand the possible power effects of our choices. We need to understand 
how our ideational choices construct participants, processes, and circumstances from a par-
ticular perspective; we need to attend to our choices of mood and modality, which encode 
relations of authority and agency between writers and readers; we need to think about how 
textual choices work to foreground and background ideas, to construct cause and effect, to 
position information as old or new. (Janks, 2009, p.130).

Carter and McCarthy (2006, p.7) usefully distinguish between grammar as struc-
ture, which considers language as a system, and the grammar of choice, which 
addresses the ways in which different grammatical choices differently construct 
meaning. So, a choice as simple as deciding whether a sentence begins with a sub-
ject or uses a subject-verb inversion can alter what information is foregrounded. At 
its most powerful, grammatical choice is fundamentally critical, with awareness not 
only of whose perspectives are privileged but also how this is achieved: as Unsworth 
argues, we can ‘make explicit how choices of visual and verbal resources privilege 
certain view points and how other choices of visual and verbal resources could con-
struct alternative views’ (Unsworth 2001, p.15). Crucially, in positioning grammar 
as meaning-making resource, SFL moves beyond pedagogical grammar with its 
tendency to focus on the identification of word classes and clauses to seeing gram-
mar as operating at word, phrase, sentence and text level. Indeed, Halliday and 
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Mathiessen argue that ‘our traditional compositional thinking about language needs 
to be, if not replaced by, at least complemented by a “systems” thinking whereby we 
seek to understand the nature and the dynamic of a semiotic system as a whole’ 
(2004, p.20). Our theoretical approach here links with growing international interest 
in functionally oriented approaches to grammar to support, for example: academic 
writing in English Language arts (Moore & Schleppegrell, 2014), multimodal lit-
eracies (Unsworth, 2006), early years English language learners (Humphrey & Hao, 
2019) and older English language learners (Gebhard et al., 2014) and secondary 
school English/language arts learners (Macken-Horarik et al., 2017).

However, in conceptualising grammar as choice, we also draw on the rhetorical 
tradition and, in particular, advocates of rhetorical grammar, who give particular 
significance to the power of choice. Micciche (2004, p.717) maintains that teaching 
grammar rhetorically is intrinsically linked to the ‘larger goals of emancipatory 
teaching’, and this aligns with the longstanding work of Kolln (Kolln & Gray, 2016, 
Introduction) in promoting a pedagogical rhetorical grammar which ‘encourages 
writers to recognize and use the grammatical and stylistic choices available to them 
and to understand the rhetorical effects those choices can have on their readers’. 
Like SFL, rhetorical grammar makes connections between a grammatical construc-
tion and its effect in a text, thus always linking grammar and meaning. From a peda-
gogical perspective, Lefstein explains that rhetorical grammar views grammatical 
structures ‘as resources to be exploited’ and argues that ‘the point of grammar study 
is to enable pupils to make choices from among a range of linguistic resources, and 
to be aware of the effects of different choices on the rhetorical power of their writ-
ing’ (Lefstein, 2009, p.382).

3.2.2  Metalinguistic Understanding

Developing awareness of the potency of grammatical choices must involve ‘meta’-
understanding of some kind, an ability to stand outside the written text and discern 
how it is creating meaning. This meta-understanding has been variously described. 
The study of grammar is characterised by the use of grammatical metalanguage, the 
disciplinary-specific terminology used to name the different elements in the linguis-
tic system. Of itself, grammatical metalanguage represents a form of meta- 
understanding, a way to talk about and reflect upon language. The teaching and use 
of grammatical metalanguage has been at the core of the long and unresolved debate 
about the role of grammar in the curriculum (Hudson, 2004; Locke, 2009; Myhill & 
Watson, 2014), but those who adopt a functionally oriented stance often see value in 
this metalanguage: ‘Providing pupils with the terminology to talk about language 
enables them to discover the relation between various language structures and their 
literal and symbolic meanings, not only in their reading but also in their own writ-
ing’ (Clark, 2010, p.197). However, we have been less concerned with student use 
of the metalanguage itself and more concerned with developing students’ ‘writerly’ 
thinking about the language choices they make.
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There is already substantial evidence of the importance of ‘thinking about think-
ing’, or metacognition in writing (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982; Kellogg, 1994; 
Olin-Scheller & Tengberg, 2017). Metacognition is an overarching cognitive pro-
cess, which refers to the way in which we can have active control over our thinking 
processes. Flavell described metacognition as ‘one’s knowledge concerning one’s 
own cognitive processes’ (Flavell, 1976, p.232) and argued that metacognition was 
composed of two sub-processes – knowledge of cognition and regulatory control of 
cognition. Metalinguistic understanding is commonly seen as a subset of ‘the gen-
eral heading “metacognition”’ (Gombert, 1992, p.5). Just as there are two sub- 
processes in metacognition, Gombert argues that metalinguistic understanding 
comprises both the knowledge about language and the use of that knowledge in 
production or analysis of language. In other words, metalinguistic understanding is 
not only simply knowledge of grammatical metalanguage but also the capacity to 
use that knowledge.

However, despite Gombert’s seminal work in this area, the concept of metalin-
guistic understanding is variously described in the research literature (see Myhill & 
Jones, 2015 for a detailed analysis), leading to some conceptual confusion. Drawing 
on both cognitive and sociocultural disciplinary perspectives, we have defined met-
alinguistic understanding as being comprised of two complementary strands. Firstly, 
we see it as ‘the explicit bringing into consciousness of an attention to language as 
an artifact’, in other words, looking at language as a product which can be observed 
and analysed. Secondly, we see metalinguistic understanding as ‘the conscious 
monitoring and manipulation of language to create desired meanings grounded in 
socially shared understandings’ (Myhill, 2011, p.250). To exercise the power of 
choice, young writers need both these capacities: the capacity to recognise what is 
happening in a text and the capacity to use that understanding to shape their own 
texts to meet their rhetorical intentions.

In the classroom, a key way to foster this metalinguistic understanding is through 
dialogic talk. Research over a sustained period has emphasised the importance of 
learning talk, variously described as accountable talk (Resnick et al., 2015), col-
laborative talk (Rojas-Drummond et  al., 2016), exploratory talk (Barnes, 2010; 
Mercer  et  al., 2019) and dialogic talk (O’Connor & Michaels, 2007; Alexander, 
2018; Wegerif, 2013). Common to all of these is recognition of the critical relation-
ship between talk and thinking and how this can be heightened through collabora-
tion. In dialogic talk, students ‘pool ideas, opinions and information, and think 
aloud together to create new meanings, knowledge and understanding’ (Mercer 
et al., 2019, p.188).

Our own research (Myhill et al., 2016; Myhill & Newman, 2019; Chen & Myhill, 
2016) has flagged the significance of this kind of learning talk in fostering under-
standing of grammatical choices and, particularly, the class teacher’s orchestration 
of dialogic talk, which opens up dialogic discussion of the possibilities of language 
choices, rather than closing them down through an overemphasis on right answers. 
At the same time, metalinguistic conversations about writing choices enables learn-
ers to verbalise their thinking and decision-making and make visible and open for 
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discussion or challenge the relationships they see between a grammatical choice 
and its effect on meaning in the text.

3.3  Methodology

This chapter draws on a data from a 4-year longitudinal study, funded by the 
Economic and Social Research Council, which traced the learning progress of four 
classes to investigate the relationship between metalinguistic knowledge and under-
standing and development in writing.

3.3.1  Sample

The research design was a cross-phase qualitative study, involving two primary and 
two secondary classes in four different schools, beginning in year 1 with 9-year-olds 
in primary (n = 57) and 12-year-olds in secondary (n = 52). The four schools were 
all nonselective schools in the Southwest of England, with attainment outcomes and 
levels of social disadvantage broadly aligned with the national average. However, 
the schools had lower than average numbers of students from different ethnic groups 
and low percentages of students with English as an additional language. A represen-
tative subsample of students was selected from each of these classes to create case 
study samples. Using teacher assessment against national standards for the primary 
cohort and externally assessed national data for the secondary sample, nine children 
in each class were chosen to create an initial sample of 36, which was balanced by 
gender and attainment. As the study was longitudinal, we anticipated attrition in the 
sample and were aiming for a final case study sample of data for six students in each 
class (24). The final data set of 29 students was less affected by attrition than we had 
expected.

3.3.2  Collaboration with Teachers

The study involved participatory collaboration with teachers, through professional 
development workshops, supporting their capacity to use a pedagogical framework, 
developed over successive studies, which placed the concept of grammar as choice 
at its core. The teachers were also involved in iteratively reflecting on their own 
practice and on the implications of the data analysis. The pedagogy (see Table 3.1), 
informed by our earlier studies, is framed around four pedagogical principles with 
the acronym, LEAD, as an aide memoire, and it sets out to develop students’ meta-
linguistic understanding of grammar choices through explicit teaching, including 
dialogic discussion (Jones, 2020; Myhill, 2018).
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Table 3.1 The pedagogical model

Links Make a link between the grammar being introduced 
and how it works in the writing being taught

Metalinguistic 
understanding

Examples Explain the grammar through showing examples, not 
lengthy explanations

Authentic 
texts

Use authentic texts as models to link writers to the 
broader community of writers

Discussion Build in dialogic discussion about grammar and its 
effects

Table 3.2 A summary of the data sources

Primary Secondary
Age 9 Age 10 Age 11 Age 12 Age 13 Age 14 Totals

Number of lesson observations 11 18 22 14 13 34
Total number of lesson observations 112
Number of student interviews 33 30 28 36 31 29
Total number of student interviews 187
Number of student writing samples 34 32 26 29 32 26
Total number of writing samples 179
Number of writing tests 18 16 15 18 15 16
Total number of writing tests  98

3.3.3  Data Collection and Data Sources

A substantial qualitative data set was collected for the study, including audio- and 
video-recorded lesson observations, writing conversation interviews, writing sam-
ples and a writing test conducted at the beginning, middle and end of the study. 
Table 3.2 summarises the full data set. Please note that at each data collection point, 
there were case study students who were absent or, as the study progressed, who had 
moved classes or schools; hence, the numbers are not multiples of nine. The number 
of lesson observations vary because the original two classes in primary and second-
ary split into multiple classes as they moved through school, and we followed the 
case study students.

Some findings from the parent study have already been reported elsewhere: how 
the students’ writing drew on the authentic texts (Myhill et al., 2018); the relation-
ship between metalinguistic understanding, student writing and teaching (Lines 
et al., 2019); how students articulate authorial intentions (Lines, 2020); and how the 
pedagogical approach fosters understanding of the reader-writer relationship 
(Myhill et al., 2020). This article draws principally on the 187 interviews with the 
case study students, with some contextual information about the teaching drawn 
from the lesson observation data. The interviews with students were framed as 
‘writing conversations’ using a semi-structured interview schedule, which invited 
the students to reflect on and answer questions about their own writing or about a 
peer’s writing. The interview schedule sought to elicit the nature of their 
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metalinguistic understanding, its relationship to the teaching they had received and 
how that understanding was transferred into active choices made in their own writ-
ing. Each writing conversation interview included questions directly related to the 
lesson observed and questions such as the following:

• What kind of text is this?
• What has your teacher taught you about the language features of this kind of text?
• What were you trying to make your reader feel/think when they read this text? 

How have you done this?
• Can you point to examples in your own text of what you have been taught?
• Can you say anything about the opening/ending of your text?
• Can you choose a sentence that works well – Why?
• Can you find examples of well-chosen vocabulary, phrases or images? Why does 

it work well?
• How could you improve this piece of writing?

One advantage of the ‘writing conversation’ method was that student responses 
were very focused on their own learning and authorial intentions, rather than the 
more generalised responses that less focused interview techniques can prompt. 
Thus, they gave a more reliable insight into the nature of their understanding of 
grammatical choice and of their decision-making processes. Each case study stu-
dent was interviewed twice each academic year at the end of one of the teaching 
units observed for the study, and each interview lasted approximately half an hour.

3.3.4  Data Analysis

The writing conversation data were coded using thematic analysis which seeks to 
engage with the richness of qualitative data and ‘both to reflect reality and to unpick 
or unravel the surface of reality’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 9). In other words, we 
sought not simply to describe what students said but also to interpret it, particularly 
in the light of the evidence in their own writing pieces and in the lesson observa-
tions. The analysis process made use of NVivo and was an inductive, data-driven 
process of ‘coding the data without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame, 
or the researcher’s analytic preconceptions’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.12). Three 
researchers were involved in the coding, which began with shared reading and cod-
ing of one interview, independent coding of another interview and a subsequent 
discussion of the initial codes which seemed to reflect the data. This process of 
independent coding, then shared discussion, was repeated iteratively with further 
codes being added as appropriate. This initial coding was open coding, but after 
approximately half the interviews had been coded, we moved to axial coding 
(Charmaz, 2006), clustering the open codes into larger themes. When coding was 
complete, a final thorough check was undertaken collectively by the three coders to 
assure that all data allocated to a given code was appropriate. The full coding 
resulted in a set of six thematic clusters: Grammar-writing Relationship, 
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Grammatical Reasoning, Pedagogical Practices, Metacognition; Metalinguistic 
Understanding, and Handling the Reader-Writer Relationship.

3.4  Findings

The findings reported here draw principally on the coding cluster, Grammar-Writing 
Relationship, reflecting students’ comments and understandings about how gram-
matical choices and meaning communicated in writing interrelate. Within this 
theme were three sub-themes as outlined in Table 3.3.

Table 3.4 presents an overview of how many times each of these sub-themes was 
coded in the interviews. This is shown in terms of both the number of interviews 
(out of a total of 187 interviews) in which that sub-theme was code and the number 
of occurrences which were coded (so in some interviews, the sub-theme was coded 
more than once). This shows that students were more likely to talk about their lexi-
cal choices and what they needed to do to improve their writing, than they were to 
articulate the link between a grammatical choice and its meaning. However, there 
were two interview questions which directly invited them to think about their 
vocabulary and about what grammatical choices might improve their writing, 
whereas comments in which students articulated an understanding of the link 
between a grammatical choice and its effect in their writing arose through the inter-
view conversation.

3.4.1  Improving Writing Through Grammatical Choices

The comments in this sub-theme reflect students’ thinking about the kind of gram-
matical choices that might improve their writing – it is worth noting that the inter-
view question directed them to consider what might improve the piece of writing 

Table 3.3 Summary of definitions for theme and sub-themes

Theme Definition

Grammar-Writing 
Relationship

Comments which make a connection between the use of a 
linguistic feature and its writing purpose or effect

Sub-themes Definition

   Improving Writing Through 
Grammatical Choices

Comments which reflect students’ metalinguistic thinking 
about how to improve their writing

   Lexical Choice as ‘Better 
Words’

Comments related specifically to vocabulary choices made in 
the students’ writing in terms of them being better or higher- 
level words.

   Articulating the Grammar- 
Meaning Link

Comments which make a link between the use of a 
grammatical feature in their writing and its effect or impact on 
meaning
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Table 3.4 Summary of the frequency of responses represented in each code

Sub-theme
Number of 
interviews

Number of 
occurrences

Improving Writing through grammatical 
choices

131 195

Lexical Choice as ‘Better Words’ 107 189
Articulating the Grammar-Meaning Link 67 124

under discussion, but many of the responses moved away from that particular piece 
to more generic observations about how to improve their writing. As the numbers in 
Table 3.3 reflect, comments in this sub-theme were evident in a high number of 
interviews and were frequently occurring. Equally there were some students who 
could offer no response to the direct interview question. Because these young writ-
ers are learning in a high-stakes assessment context, it is perhaps not surprising that 
their comments on their grammatical choices show an acute awareness of being 
assessed and assessment requirements. Student responses to the question about how 
they might improve their writing largely related to curriculum targets and assess-
ment. For some, writing choices are not framed by personal agency and ownership 
of choices but by the making of choices deemed likely to secure assessment reward. 
Comments such as ‘you need [sentence] variety to get full marks’ or ‘obviously to 
get a higher grade you need to use a variation’ were common. The setting of learn-
ing targets for writing is commonplace in England, either as targets to be aware of 
before writing or as targets given in assessment feedback on a completed piece. 
Because of the assessment framework, the majority of these targets related to gram-
matical points such as sentence variety, types of punctuation, and lexical choice. 
The writing conversations, however, revealed that although most students were 
highly aware of their targets, they frequently could not explain what the target meant 
in terms of improving their writing or even how to ‘use’ it: ‘I know what it is [the 
target] but I just don’t know how to put it into my writing’. One teacher had advised 
through assessment feedback that a student should ‘Add a complex sentence which 
uses “because” to start a subordinate clause’, but the student could not remember 
what a subordinate clause was. Nonetheless, some students did have clear under-
standing of their target insomuch as it was seen as a route to higher marks:

Interviewer:  Your target is to vary your word choice. What do you understand 
by that?
Student: Yeah, because I used speak a lot and then she said I should use like speak; 
talks; say; and I think, commentate… after I’d done that that should be a level 5.

Student: Well, I talked to Miss about that and she said I didn’t use semi colons… So 
I will try to use a semi colon.
Interviewer: So why, why did she want you to use semi colons? What would 
they achieve?
Student: I’m not sure. I think, obviously, it’s a punctuation you don’t use too often. 
It’s not well known… So it would give you a higher level text.
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One primary-aged writer explained that the teacher had ‘told us to use like dif-
ferent ranges of punctuation like speech marks, exclamation marks, ellipsis’ and 
when asked if he indeed used them in his writing, he lists his compliance, with a 
very telling repeated use of the verb ‘done’:
Student:  I’ve done an exclamation mark; I’ve obviously done a full stop somewhere 
in here but I can’t see it. I’ve done speech marks, I’ve done a comma, I’ve done – 
where is it – I’ve done a question mark, I’ve done ellipsis.

It is evident here how the targets promoted a ‘deploying’ tendency, with many 
students recounting what their writing should contain, as for example, the writer 
who said ‘my personal targets are to add, like, semi-colons and stuff like that’. The 
nature of target-setting evidenced here does not develop students’ learning about 
writing or about the power of a grammatical choice; it simply encourages compli-
ance with a narrowly conceived writing assessment framework.

In one telling exchange, a secondary student discusses how the teacher made a 
change in his writing and then explains to the interviewer how he preferred his own 
version:

Interviewer:  Now, what’s interesting to me is that your teacher changed it, and 
arguably what you put before is just as good, so ..
Student: Yeah, I put comma ‘but let me’ …and she said ‘semi-colon, let me’
Interviewer: … She’s using the semi-colon instead of a ‘but’, right. Ok, do you 
think she’s right or do you think it’s better with a ‘but’?
Student:  Well...you know, for level 6, you need to use semi-colons and I used them 
in there, but you know it’s better to put them where you can.
Interviewer: Right, that’s an interesting one – for level 6 you need to use semi- 
colons but it isn’t always the best thing to do?
Student:  No, no, no, but for this, I don’t know, I kind of liked it as ‘but let me reiter-
ate’ – I think I preferred it how it is but then…

Underlying both the direct teacher intervention above and the general emphasis 
on target-setting and ‘telling’ students what to ‘put’ in their writing is strong teacher 
control of the judgment of what good writing is and a parallel diminution of writer 
agency and control. At the same time, the strong steers regarding what should be in 
a good piece of writing focuses on the presence of certain features with many stu-
dents gaining very little or no understanding of why these features are valued and, 
in the context of grammatical choices, very little understanding of the relationship 
between a choice and its effect in a text. Rather than offering empowerment through 
choice, this represents disempowerment through compliance. It is important, how-
ever, not to attribute blame to these teachers, who operate in a climate of high 
accountability and performativity and whose jobs are dependent on successful test 
results.
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3.4.2  Lexical Choice as ‘Better Words’

The sub-theme Lexical Choice as ‘Better Words’ captures occurrences of stu-
dents’ comments on their vocabulary choices, where their response connects a 
choice of a particular word to the idea that it is better than other words, but with-
out any capacity to explain why. Table 3.4 illustrates that this was a significant 
focus of many writers at both primary and secondary phases. This mirrors the 
lessons observed in the study in which teachers were much more comfortable 
discussing word choice than they were discussing grammatical structures. 
However, these teacher-led discussions rarely explored why one particular word 
choice is better than any other and emphasised instead the idea that some words 
are per se better or ‘nicer’ than others. For example, in one observed lesson with 
8–9-year-olds, a teacher was modelling describing a scene using her own writing 
and she says ‘hummed – that’s a nice word’, with no further explanation. Later as 
she walks around the class, she asks one student ‘Can you think of a better word 
than “said”?’ again with no discussion about why it might not be a good choice. 
This is strongly reflected in the students’ responses, many of whom have acquired 
a conceptual view that some words, as individual units regardless of context, have 
more value than others. One writer suggested he should change some of the words 
he had used for ‘ones that sound better’, but without offering any examples of 
alternatives. Another student said ‘I would use a thesaurus to see what words I 
could use for “falling” because “falling” is pretty basic’, whilst another writer felt 
‘tricky words’ would improve the writing because ‘I’ve used all easy sort of 
words, but if I had more time I could use words like “smothering” or “clumsy”, 
“fumbling” like that and use better words’. In general, these writers tend to think 
that everyday words should be replaced by more unusual words to achieve a ‘more 
high-standard vocabulary’ or because ‘it just makes it sound a bit smarter’, but 
with no consideration of appropriacy, such as the connotations of a word or the 
images the word creates.

When students discussed possible improvements in specific word choices, the 
same tendency is evident in many of the responses: they do not seem confident in 
articulating why one choice is better than other, other than in the most generalised 
of terms. This is illustrated in the two exchanges below with two different students:

Interviewer: Is there anything now that you’d want to change and make it 
even better.
Student: Sparkling to dazzling
Interviewer: Why do you think dazzling is better than sparkling?
Student:  Because dazzling is a powerful word.

Student: I’m pleased with my adjectives, strong words.
Interviewer: Tell me some of the adjectives that you have chosen that you like?
Student: I like unbreakable.
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Interviewer:  [Reads] ‘The fire dragons were unbreakable’ – why do you like 
that word?
Student:  I just like the unbreakable word, it’s a good word.

The ideas of ‘unbreakable’ being a ‘good word’ is not explained or justified and 
as an adjective to describe a dragon feels like an odd descriptive choice. Another 
student notes that ‘miserable’ is a ‘better word than sad’ but when prompted to 
explain cannot do so. A similar issue manifests in a secondary-aged writer discuss-
ing the difference between his piece of writing written at the start of the study and 
the parallel piece at the end of the study. He argues that he prefers his ‘Year 9 writ-
ing because the vocabulary I have used is more descriptive and a higher level, so say, 
for example, in my Year 7 one I said like “covered” but then in Year 9 I’ve said 
‘encrusted’. This evaluation refers to the opening sentence of his Year 9 (age 14) 
piece and to a sentence in the middle of the opening paragraph of his Year 7 (age 12) 
piece, both reproduced below:

Year 7: ‘The trees were covered with green leaves’.
Year 9: ‘The lichen encrusted statue stood, overlooking a pool of clear water in the 

public gardens opposite my house’.

His comment suggests that he sees ‘covered’ and ‘encrusted’ as exchangeable 
words, even though grammatically one is an adjective and the other a verb in the 
context he uses them, and that in one he is describing the trees and the other he is 
describing the statue. He is less interested in the broader context of his choice of 
vocabulary, than in the choice for its own sake – ‘encrusted’ is better than ‘covered’. 
The interviewer tries to probe this and asks ‘How would you describe the difference 
do you think?’ to which the reply is ‘Well, “encrusted” is of a higher level than 
“covered”’, without further elaboration. However, the interview questioning seems 
to provoke a realisation that the two words are not simply isolated choices but linked 
to meaning, as he later observes that ‘I guess it may not make sense if it was “the 
trees were encrusted with green leaves”’. One incidental observation from the writ-
ing conversation interviews was that the process of being asked to discuss their 
grammatical choices often prompted new metalinguistic thinking, as in this case.

These discussions about lexical choice show many of these young writers have 
acquired a metalinguistic perspective that lexical choice is principally about using 
more uncommon or unusual vocabulary, rather than being able to make meaningful 
connection between vocabulary choices and the meaning-making effects the choices 
may realise. Comments such as using ‘better or higher-level vocabulary’ were fre-
quent, and follow-through questions inviting more explanation of the reasons for a 
choice were answered with a silence or ‘I don’t know’ or sometimes with a literal 
definition of the meaning of the word. There is an absence of consideration of what 
a particular word connotes or suggests or perhaps how it conveys a visual or sensory 
image is not part of their thinking, and the learning spotlight seems to be shining on 
the word itself, rather than on how particular word choices facilitate authorial inten-
tion and the relationship with the reader.
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3.4.3  Articulating the Grammar-Meaning Link

To reiterate, the sub-theme, Articulating the Grammar-Meaning Link, was not a 
response to a direct question in the writing conversation interviews, although inter-
viewers did seek to create the space for this kind of response, for example, by fol-
lowing through on a students’ answer with a ‘Why?’ to invite the elaboration. As 
Table 3.3 indicates, this sub-theme was evident in just over a third of interviews, 
although the occurrence of comments categorised in this theme was relatively high. 
These comments represent occasions when students demonstrated a higher level of 
discernment in grammatical choices and greater understanding of the grammar- 
meaning relationship. Here, there was much clearer evidence that students were 
developing independence and exercising choice. There were examples of this at all 
ages throughout the study, and although, in general, the more able writers at any 
given age were more likely to discuss grammatical choices with confidence, it was 
not the case that some students possessed this capacity whilst others did not. Many 
writers, including those represented in the sections above, demonstrated that some-
times they could articulate the reasons behind grammatical choices. There were no 
obvious patterns to describe in which cases students could explain the reasons for 
their choice: though, tentatively, we would suggest that this was connected to the 
clarity of the teacher’s presentation of the grammar-writing link and the quality of 
the metalinguistic discussion in the lesson.

One area where this was regularly apparent was in explaining lexical choice. 
Here, in counterbalance to the tendency to see word choice as about choosing better 
words to replace everyday words, there were responses which demonstrated emerg-
ing and sophisticated understanding of the way word choices were shaping the com-
municative power of a text. Sometimes, students are not confident in verbalising 
exactly the effect of a particular choice, but their comments suggest they do under-
stand the choice they have made. One 10-year-old says ‘I didn’t write “day until 
night” like I’ve made it even better and wrote “dawn until dusk”’, and a 15-year-old, 
reflecting on a persuasive text which used emotive lexical choices, comments on her 
‘words that describe the suffering that people have gone through and things that you 
wouldn’t think would happen have...like “unloved” and “abandoned”. I’ve used 
“malnourished” but that doesn’t quite have the same… “malnourished” kind of 
comes across like just hasn’t been given the right food and stuff’. She seems to be 
highlighting the difference between her emotive vocabulary and the more scientific 
informational choice of ‘malnourished’. One student singled out her choice of 
‘sniggered’ as a lexical choice she was pleased with and explained that she liked 
‘what it means… how it sounds’. With greater surety in explaining the choice, one 
primary student makes the important connection between word choices and creating 
visual detail for the reader and expresses a clear authorial intention: ‘I want the 
reader to picture it in their head, what’s happening, so they understand it and they 
want to read more  – “the golden sun shines on the misty rock”  – it’s got more 
description so then they can like get it the picture in their head so they know what 
it’s like’. (Even here, though, there is rich potential for extending this writer’s 
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understanding further – one might question whether ‘misty’ is a successful adjecti-
val choice to describe a rock in the sun.) Similarly, a secondary-aged student 
explains how her word choices support her description of two different settings: ‘On 
the island, it’s nice and peaceful, but in London it’s like “the growling traffic” and 
it’s really noisy all the time so you’ve got that contrast’. Another student has used 
the word ‘miasma’ in one of her sentences – ‘Both sweet smelling scents could 
never overthrow the miasma of decaying leaves’ – and explains that it means ‘a foul 
or unpleasant damaging smell’. She then says that it creates a sense of ‘darkness and 
unhealthy’ and continues the explanation of her choice referring to the word ‘claus-
trophobia’, which she uses to describe the forest because ‘it nurtures a fear of claus-
trophobia even though it’s a vast area’.

Elsewhere, students were able to discuss a range of other grammatical textual 
choices they had made. One 9-year-old girl in the first year of the study picks out an 
overelaborated noun phrase in a peer’s writing (‘a deadly thunderous, fearless, fero-
cious, fiery dragon’) and says ‘it’s actually a bit too much detail’. Although she 
cannot verbalise precisely what the problem is, she has recognised the adjectival 
pile-up! Another 9-year-old talks about how her opening sentence to her narrative 
(‘I was perching on my bedroom window listening to the sound of traders men hag-
gling below’) ‘went straight into the character straight away’. Likewise, a secondary- 
aged writer explains how the choice of the first person affects what you can show as 
narrator (albeit a little awkwardly expressed): ‘There is a point that can’t describe 
what it looks like to look at the person doing it. So, you can’t look at them and see 
what they’re doing; you can only describe what they’re doing, but not see what 
they’re doing from another person’s point of view’. In the context of writing a letter 
to the headteacher persuading him to support a charity, one student articulates how 
modality has been used to manage the relationship with the reader:

You don’t want to be too demanding and you want to be like tactful, but not come across too 
aggressive and demanding. So I tried to make him feel that like this has happened but you 
have the chance to do it you can change their story and you have that power making the 
reader feel kind of like special in a way that they can help and do good…I used “please” and 
instead of “must” I used “could” because they’re more I think subtle.

Similarly, another student points out an example of where she has used a relative 
clause in her letter calling for better drugs education: ‘Leah Betts, who was only 18, 
died from taking Ecstasy at her own party’. She comments: ‘if I take that bit out it 
would still make sense but it’s just adding more information and it’s quite serious 
that she was only 18’ and says the point of the relative clause is to ‘recognise how 
serious it is when you can throw your life away when you’re really young from like 
one pill’.

The comments in this sub-theme are testimony to some students’ growing ability 
to understand the choices available to them and to make authorial choices in their 
own writing. Although the older and the higher attaining students were more likely 
to be represented in this theme, some of the youngest students, aged 9, were also 
represented, signalling that even younger students are capable of understanding the 
repertoire of choices and how they operate functionally within their own writing.
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3.5  Discussion

This analysis of students’ responses in the writing conversation interviews provides 
an insight into the nature of their metalinguistic understanding of writing and how a 
functionally oriented pedagogy is realised in practice. The data also reveal that 
learners frequently conceptualise improvement in writing in terms of ‘deploying’ 
particular grammatical features, improving word choices and responding to targets 
and teacher feedback. As we will discuss below, these rarely demonstrate agency in 
the authorial role or the exercising of choice but reflect strongly the steer of the 
teacher and the influence of high-stakes assessment. In contrast, there is a body of 
responses from students which shows a growing sense of agency and decision- 
making in which grammatical choices and meaning are more powerfully united.

3.5.1  The Impact of High-Stakes Assessment on the Power 
to Choose

A clear finding in this data is the way in which the assessment framework currently 
in place in England is restricting students’ independence and opportunity to make 
informed choices in their writing. The normative influence of both the curriculum 
and assessment has led some writers to think of grammatical choices in highly 
restricted ways, which focus more on satisfying perceived assessment requirements 
than crafting and shaping meaning in line with their authorial intentions. There is 
strong evidence throughout this data of a close relationship between what teachers 
teach and what students learn, which is, of course, a positive outcome, except that if 
the teaching is heavily oriented to normative assessment criteria students are learn-
ing not about meaning-related choices but about what they need to do to be success-
ful in the test. This was particularly true of the primary-aged writers whose writing 
is teacher-assessed but recorded nationally and used in schools’ performance data. 
Here the national assessment guidance (Standards and Testing Agency [STA], 2016) 
specifies a set of criteria, which students must fulfil in order to meet the national 
benchmark (working at the expected standard). The guidance stipulated that learn-
ers ‘must demonstrate attainment of all of the statements within that standard and 
all the statements in the preceding standard(s)’ (STA, 2016, p.4), which has led to 
teachers adopting assessment practices focused very mechanistically on ensuring 
students had demonstrated all the stated criteria in their writing. This accounts for 
some of the student comments about putting in punctuation, passive voice or subor-
dinate clauses. It also reflects classroom teaching which at times was over- scaffolded 
to ensure students did produce writing which evidenced the requisite features.

At the same time, the use of targets as formative feedback in response to student 
writing seems to have a similar effect of narrowing writing to fit an external assess-
ment framework. Rather than offering genuinely formative feedback, or engaging 
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young writers in dialogue about their writing, the targets are driving towards to 
conformist writing practices, as the student responses demonstrate. Crucially, many 
of the student responses about their own targets also revealed that they had no real 
understanding of what the target meant in terms of their own writing or why it 
would make their writing any better. Students quickly learn what is valued in writ-
ing and are themselves very often keen to achieve high grades, and so they acqui-
esce, giving up their right to choose in favour of the desire to achieve good grades. 
In such a performative assessment culture, mastery is narrowly conceived as com-
pliance with assessment criteria. To an extent in this context, for some writers, 
authorial intention is less about the rhetorical or communicative goals for a text and 
more about doing what the teacher requires in order to achieve a good mark.

3.5.2  Informed Choices

However, whilst the data indicates that high-stakes assessment may narrow writing 
and constrain writers’ agency in exercising choice, there were other factors which 
may be restricting choice. The functionally oriented pedagogy advocated in the 
study stressed the importance of a functional approach to grammar, where a learn-
ing connection is always made between a grammar construction and how it creates 
meaning in a particular text. Making this link explicit is what Macken-Horarik 
(2016, p.97) calls metasemiosis, defined as ‘reflection on meaning-making’, and 
through this explicitness, students are guided to being able to make their choices in 
an informed way. But the lesson observations showed that teachers did not always 
make the grammar-meaning link clear or did not verbalise the link with clarity. For 
example, in one lesson looking at the use of time adverbials to provide precise detail 
in scientific writing, the teacher did a valuable physical activity, showing how time 
adverbials could be moved within the sentence, and stressed to the students that they 
could make a choice about where to put them in a sentence, but she did not discuss 
how information was differently foregrounded or how cohesion was created, 
depending on the positioning of these adverbials. As a consequence, when the 
teacher asked at the end of the lesson what they had learned about time adverbials, 
one student said ‘you can move them to the front or the end’. The teachers were 
often very positive in highlighting that as writers they could make choices but were 
less assured in making the extra learning step of directly discussing the effect of 
those choices.

It is really only possible to make effective choices in writing if students’ decision- 
making is informed by their understanding of ‘the effects of different choices on the 
rhetorical power of their writing’ (Lefstein, 2009, p.382). As noted above, although 
the teachers involved in the study did not always draw out the grammar-meaning 
relationship, they did emphasise choice. However, perhaps because of the high- 
stakes assessment, the writing text was often treated as a self-contained and 
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free-standing unit, divorced from the context in which it was produced and the moti-
vations of the person who produced it. There is an opportunity to give more time 
and space to discussion of authorial intention – what the writer wants to achieve 
through the writing in terms of how he or she wants to make their reader think, 
feel or do.

3.5.3  The Locus of Control

Informed choices and consideration of authorial intention help to transfer the locus 
of control from the teacher to the student and give the student greater independence 
and freedom to choose. Young writers need ‘control over grammar and lexis’, so 
that they can ‘realize the meaning potential that language affords us’ (Janks, 2009, 
p.130), and not merely replicate teacher models or assessment criteria. Such control 
is not simply about mastery of grammar and vocabulary but about being able to take 
ownership of writing and being a writer and make writerly decisions consistent with 
authorial intention. Some of the students in this study demonstrate their growing 
independence and ownership of writing and their growing capacity to articulate the 
choices they have made and, in some cases, as shown above, to begin to challenge 
the teachers’ view of what is ‘best’ in writing.

Whilst it is clear from the data that high-stakes assessment and the use of targets 
can have the result of ensuring that the locus of control remains firmly with the 
teacher, the data showing how students are developing independence and making 
their own choices signals that the locus of control does shift in some instances to 
students. Some writers have been able to adopt more independent and autonomous 
stances in relation to metalinguistic choices. The ‘grammar as choice’ pedagogy 
underpinning this study has always encouraged playfulness with grammar and lan-
guage (Jones et al., 2013), partly because playfulness stands in contradistinction to 
a rule-bound view of grammar. But it is also important because it creates space for 
risk-taking and experimentation with language choices and for reflection on those 
choices. Such playfulness is one way in which the locus of control is given to stu-
dent writers as they experiment with possibilities and develop the skills of evalua-
tion which foster independent decision-making. In many observed lessons, the 
dialogic discussion was stimulated by the encouragement for writers to produce 
several versions of a sentence or paragraph or to ‘play around’ with different 
options.

3.6  Final Remarks

This analysis of student writers’ metalinguistic talk, following teaching which 
sought to open up their understanding of their relationship between grammatical 
choices and rhetorical effects in writing, presents a nuanced understanding of 
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classroom practice. On the one hand, it signals how high-stakes assessment and 
targets can reduce and inhibit students’ power of choice. Similarly, an over-focus 
on lexical choice with no real discussion of the connotations and effects of word 
choices in a context hampers student choice, because it does not develop indepen-
dent metalinguistic understanding of the relationship between choice and mean-
ing. But at the same time, where teachers more fully adopt a Hallidayan view of 
language and enact those principles in the writing classroom, there is real evidence 
that students can implement and articulate their own choices with increasing free-
dom and independence. In other words, students’ capacity to exercise agency and 
choice in writing is enabled or constrained by curriculum requirements and by 
teachers’ pedagogical practices in facilitating metalinguistic understanding. 
Developing awareness of the authorial role, through increased metalinguistic 
understanding, is central to enabling young writers to appropriate the power 
of choice.

It is crucial to note that these distinctions between restraint and empowerment 
and compliance and independence seem to operate on a continuum, rather than 
being distinctive characteristics of individual teachers or individual students. Or put 
another way, the teachers in our study were sometimes very controlling in how they 
handled the notion of choice, but at other times were confidently handing over inde-
pendence to learners. On one level, this is likely to be attributable to the presence of 
accountability and high-stakes assessment, which acts as a constraint on them as 
teachers. But it is also likely to be because the functionally oriented approach to 
grammar and language is not yet fully familiar to them, and in particular the capac-
ity to recognise and articulate the precise relationship between a grammar choice 
and its meaning-making effect in a particular text is growing, rather than mature 
knowledge. There is rich scope for further research and professional development, 
co-created with teachers, to explore and develop these ideas and issues in the 
classroom.

We would argue that a functionally oriented approach to writing is more socially 
inclusive than pedagogies, which do not make visible how language is shaping 
meaning and which thus, albeit unwittingly, reproduce existing social hierarchies. 
Many have argued, as Smidt does, that ‘writing can be used actively to affirm privi-
leged ways of speaking and writing or to resist and challenge them’ (Smidt, 2009, 
p.124), but these goals may remain idealised if insufficient attention is afforded to 
how all learners learn independence and mastery as writers. Embedding grammar 
meaningfully in the teaching of writing, by developing understanding of the links 
between a grammatical choice and its rhetorical effect, has rich potential for foster-
ing text-oriented authorial intention, enabling writerly metalinguistic discussion 
and decision-making about language possibilities and empowering writers’ capac-
ity to make effective choices.
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4.1  Introduction

In this chapter, we ask the question whether the teaching of grammar and vocabulary 
have an effect on students’ written work at primary schools. In recent decades, 
teaching grammar has been controversial in the Spanish-speaking world, with ques-
tions about its effectiveness for learning and developing the written language. 
However, recent research has reassessed the teaching of grammar especially when 
converted into a linguistic and communication resource for writing, one of the axes 
of the language subject. In contrast, vocabulary is recognized as fundamental for the 
development of both the written and spoken language. The evidence shows that 
understanding the meaning of words determines comprehension, and for writing a 
text, it is particularly important that vocabulary is varied and avoids repetition, as 
this allows for communication with greater precision and a way by which the inter-
locutor can picture descriptions, events, or ideas in a text. How one might teach 
grammar and vocabulary for writing in schools is the focus of this chapter.

4.1.1  The Debate About Teaching Grammar 
in the Spanish-Speaking World

In the past, it was understood that learning grammar was the basis for understanding 
the written language. From the colonial period in Spanish America, this subject had 
to be taught in schools and that the written language should maintain the grammati-
cal rules of the Spanish language. It was assumed that this would ensure writing and 
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oral skills. Grammar was understood as the morphology of words and the syntax of 
statements, that is, a knowledge of the structure and inflection of words and their 
relationship in phrases and paragraphs (Rodríguez, 2012). This long-term trend, in 
its later period, had a strong influence on Saussure’s theories of language structure, 
developed at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century. His 
theory states that there are two dimensions to a language, written and oral. Language 
is made up of a system of relatively stable signs (words) responding to the conven-
tions, adopted by consensus, implicit among a community of speakers (Sotomayor 
et  al., 2020), whereas speech encompasses the individual variants by which lan-
guage is disseminated. The focal point of the theory of language structure is lan-
guage, leaving out of his analysis the variables and dynamics of speech. However, 
at the beginning of the twentieth century, there was a change in the appreciation of 
the role of grammar in language instruction. It was argued that grammar was unhelp-
ful for learning oral or the written language correctly (Bargalló, 2007), as such 
knowledge was really theoretical and not linked to actual language usage 
(Lenz, 1912).

In the 1960s, Noam Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar introduced alter-
native dimensions for grammatical understanding. In this theory, grammar is the 
innate capacity that allows human beings to produce and comprehend infinite state-
ments (Chomsky, 1965). His theory is focused on syntax, understood as the genera-
tive component of language (Bernal, 2018). Chomsky claimed that children arrive 
at school with basic linguistic competence and that the role of education should be 
to expand and develop this skill, making grammar both explicit and understandable 
for pupils (López Morales, 1992).

Both structuralism and generative grammar make abstract entities (language as a 
system of signs, for the former and linguistic competence based on syntax for the 
later) as their study goals, which obey principles and rules, without considering the 
contexts of communication. Both approaches make the analysis of formal compo-
nents of language, such as phonology, morphology, and syntax a priority, and which 
are biased toward language itself rather than its use. It is likely that this approach to 
language has influenced the way that grammar is taught – that is, more focused on 
the transmission of contents that describe the language rather than on its varied use 
by speakers and specific communicative contexts.

Toward the end of the 1960s beginning of the 1970s, this view began to change 
also as a result of new linguistic theories, which emphasized the language’s com-
municative dimension. It was proposed that knowing how to speak or write was not 
sufficient for effective communication (Allende & Condemarín, 1997; Medina, 
2002) and that the analysis of ideal and decontextualized statements failed to take 
account of the communication situation or the social role of the speakers nor their 
intentions with the result that this type of analysis only examines the adequacy of 
statements measured by certain grammatical rules (Soto, 1997; Torres Tovar, 2009).

This perspective gave rise to the ideas of communication competence proposed 
by Hymes (1972) that expands the idea of linguistic competence to include its pur-
pose, register, common knowledge shared with an audience, and its communicative 
context. This approach attaches importance to the pragmatic dimension of language 
and reoriented the study of language toward communication and social life.
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4.1.2  Grammar in the Curriculum of Latin America

Beginning in the 1980s, this new focus on communication had considerable expo-
sure in Latin America with an impact on school curriculum, stating that the teaching 
of the mother tongue was to enhance the communicative abilities of students. In 
most of Latin America’s school curriculum, these abilities are operationalized by 
the development of reading, writing, and oral communication skills. For example, 
for reading, students should be able to find explicit information and infer meaning 
in a text as well as think about and evaluate its contents and form, so too communi-
cative intention, audience, and context should be considered for writing as well as 
speech (UNESCO, 2013, 2015). With communicative competence and the produc-
tion of oral expression and written texts at the center of the curriculum, knowledge 
of language and its functions and rules became far less important and practically 
invisible in study plans. In consequence, during recent decades, there has been a 
blurring of grammar teaching in Latin American curriculum.

Sotomayor et al. (2020) analyzed the presence of grammar and vocabulary in the 
curriculum of 14 countries that applied the TERCE1 test at third and sixth grades. 
The study found that the majority of grammatical content was not linked to the com-
municative skills of reading, writing, and speech, although it appears to be more 
strongly related to the axis of writing. Specifically, it showed the predominance of 
morphological content (classes of words) and grammatical agreement, while meta-
linguistic contents were almost nonexistent in both grades tested. Vocabulary 
instruction is far more prominent in the Latin American curriculum and appears to 
be linked principally to speech and less for reading and writing. There is also an 
important emphasis to content related to the identification of the meaning of words, 
lexical selection (according to purpose and recipient) and lexical relations (syn-
onyms, antonyms, semantic fields, among others). However, like grammar, metalin-
guistics is scarcely present. This study concluded that the integration of grammar 
and vocabulary for the communications perspective in the curriculum is still very 
preliminary in the case of grammar but was better articulated in terms of vocabulary 
content.

4.1.3  Grammar Teaching Integrated with Writing

During the last decade, the value of teaching grammar has been reappraised, par-
ticularly when learning how to write. Otañi and Gaspar (2002) noted that a com-
munications focus, based on text or speech, disregards certain grammatical concepts 
which are needed to identify and resolve some issues with students’ writing. The 

1 The Third Comparative and Explanatory Study (Tercer Estudio Comparativo y Explicativo, 
TERCE) is a test, coordinated by UNESCO, for third- and sixth-grade students in Latin America 
and the Caribbean in the areas of language, mathematics, and the natural sciences.
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authors point out that to master certain grammar concepts allows an understanding 
of textual phenomena, for example, the mastery of syntax, (e.g., grammatical state-
ments) for punctuation usage. Some authors (Hudson, 2004; Myhill et al., 2012) 
showed the importance of how language works to improve usage and so the need to 
teach certain ideas both simply and understandably so that pupils can use them in 
their written work.

Likewise, Fontich (2011a, b) and Camps (2009) maintain that teaching grammar 
influences the quality of writing when it takes account of the context of the written 
work. Other authors too note that it has an effect when related to concrete writing 
problems facing the student (Hudson, 2001, 2004; Jones et al., 2012; Myhill, 2011; 
Myhilll et al., 2013). It has been shown that there are better results when students 
are well prepared and teachers have greater grammatical knowledge (Myhill et al., 
2012). Recent research also finds there are significant effects with less talented stu-
dents when this approach is directed at writing problems (Myhill et al., 2018).

Other studies highlight the value of knowing how a language works for creative 
writing (Derewianka, 2007; Derewianka & Jones, 2010; Meneses et al., 2017) and 
encourage metalinguistic reflections when producing specific types of writing 
(Camps, 2009; Milian & Camps, 2006; Rodríguez, 2011, 2012) with the purpose of 
improving writing quality.

4.1.4  Teaching Vocabulary as Part of Writing

Vocabulary plays a fundamental role in the processes of written composition through 
the selection of words and their combinations, which give meaning to the text. 
However, students who take a lot of time and make a great cognitive effort to select 
words could see their writing composition process hampered (Castillo & Tolchinsky, 
2018). But the more words students have available, the more possibilities there are 
to select the appropriate terms to express the message and achieve the desired effect 
on the audience (Cuetos, 2009).

The diversity and lexical sophistication are some of the most analyzed variables 
when evaluating writing quality (Crossley, 2020). Lexical diversity refers to the 
number of different words in a text (McNamara et al., 2010; Perfetti & Hart, 2002) 
and lexical sophistication to the use of rarely used words which are often more 
abstract and specific. Further, they tend to be longer with more complex syllabic 
structures (Crossley, 2020). These indicators are positively linked to writing quality 
(McNamara et al., 2010; Olinghouse & Leaird, 2009; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013), 
particularly lexical sophistication (Crossley & McNamara, 2016; Crossley, 2020). 
Writers who show more talent have a more difficult lexicography available to pro-
cess and recognize, either because of the use of infrequent words or because the 
internal structure of the word has complex syllables (Crossley & McNamara, 2016; 
Crossley, 2020).
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4.1.5  Writing Problems Related to Grammar and Vocabulary

One of the most problematic aspects of students’ writing in primary education is 
punctuation for it greatly effects on the coherence and cohesion of their written 
expression. This observation is confirmed by Graham and Harris (2019), who note 
that when transforming ideas into words and structures for communication, then the 
teaching of sentence construction and punctuation has a favorable impact on the 
overall quality of texts. However, Sotomayor et al. (2016) found that punctuation to 
separate different sentences in narratives is scarce among Chilean fourth-grade stu-
dents, often replacing the dot by the conjunction “and.” This phenomenon could be 
due to students using the conjunction “and” to delimit sentences, which might show 
that they have few resources for the period function as the limit to the sentence.

It was also been found, in terms of vocabulary, that when writing narratives, 
expositions, and arguments, Chilean fourth grade students use words with little 
sophistication and limited lexical variety. They are also likely to employ the same 
words that appear in the instructions for writing such texts (Gómez et al., 2016). 
Similarly, it has been found that different types of texts are composed differently 
due to the vocabulary involved so that there is greater lexical diversity in both nar-
ratives and argument than expositions (Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013).

The previous results led to the implementation of an activity that considered the 
explicit teaching of the sentence in order to improve the use of punctuation in a 
story. In this activity, a sentence is defined as a construction that requires at least one 
conjugated verb and which can be extended to other classes of words and phrases 
that make it up. Sentences was used because they are more familiar to students and 
have a teacher consensus about their value, and so easier to teach to primary school 
students. This particular approach also addressed the explicit teaching of lexical 
sophistication and diversity for they are the dimensions of vocabulary that are most 
closely linked to the quality of writing.

4.2  The Activity: Teaching Grammar and Vocabulary 
Integrated to Writing

Due to the relevance of grammar and vocabulary for writing texts, it seemed impor-
tant to examine the role played by an instructional practice that integrated grammar 
to the production of written stories (narrative text) and articles (expository text) 
associated to the structure of these textual genres. This instructional practice was 
conducted in the classroom setting.
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4.2.1  Participants

Seven schools were chosen at random, from a random stratified sample, with the 
following characteristics: (a) to be classified by the Ministry of Education as a 
school with an average socioeconomic level, (b) to be a state public or a state subsi-
dized school, and (c) to have obtained average results in the standardized national 
tests for writing and by which to minimize that the results were influenced by the 
socioeconomic variable. The idea was that the average level in the standard writing 
test was an indicator of similar teaching quality. Schools were selected from the 
metropolitan region, as it has the greatest number of students in Chile (40%). All the 
schools selected showed results that were close to the national average (50 points) 
in the last two annual written tests, that is, between 44 and 56 points.

As two of the seven schools had two language teachers, the final sample con-
sisted of nine classes. The sample had 181 sixth-grade students (between 11 and 
12 years old), coming from six classes of the intervention group (108 students) and 
three classes in the control group (73 students). Sixth grade was chosen as this is the 
last year of primary education. Students at this level are expected to demonstrate 
fluent writing skills, which will allow them to undertake the exercises proposed for 
the teaching units.

The design was mixed factorial consisting of two factors: one between groups, 
that is, the sample versus the control group, and the other factor intragroup, that is, 
pre- and posttest. Therefore, it was necessary to have an intervention and a control 
group. The schools were selected at random to be the intervention or control group, 
but it was not possible to select students at random as they were already part of a 
class and for which a quasi-experimental design had to be applied (Balluerka & 
Vergara, 2002). The writing activity was applied in six sixth-grade classes in 20 ses-
sions over 8 months. To evaluate the impact of this activity, writing tests were given 
on two occasions, prior to the intervention (pretest) and after it (posttest). The con-
trol group also received these tests but continued with its usual language classes 
that, according to the national curriculum for writing, include the goals of writing 
stories and articles using their structure, diverse and pertinent vocabulary, and cor-
rect punctuation (Ministry of Education, 2012).

For the statistical analysis, special needs students (defined by school registries) 
were removed from the sample. Therefore, the final sample consisted of 167 sixth- 
grade students, of which 99 were involved in the writing activity and 68  in the 
control group.
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4.2.2  The Writing Activity

The activity was divided into two teaching modules as shown in Table 4.1. The first 
unit linked grammar teaching to story writing (narrative text), taking into account 
the textual structure. The second unit included vocabulary teaching to an article 
(expository text) as well as considering the textual structure of this genre.

Both units had a pilot phase in two schools with three teachers and 53 sixth-grade 
students. This pilot phase allowed for the units to be adjusted and to ensure that it 
could be applied in the selected schools. The main adjustments were the simplifica-
tion of the instructions and an increase in written work. Each unit is organized into 
ten 90-min classes and has two materials, one for teachers and the other for stu-
dents. The first provides pedagogical guidance by which to implement the unit, 
while the second only presents the learning activities.

Unit 1 focused on the idea of a sentence as its recognition allows for the correct 
use of the period in story writing, for punctuation at this level is a serious problem 
in narrative texts (Sotomayor et al., 2016). The unit excercises the use of the period 
at the end of a sentence together with verb, noun, article, adjective and adverb, and 
noun and verb prepositional phrases, in addition to metalinguistic considerations 
about their use in writing (see Table 4.1). Unit 2 emphasized lexical variety and 
sophistication, because expository texts, dealing with more specific topics, require 
a specialized vocabulary, implying the use of varied and more sophisticated words 
(Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013). The instructional activities also emphasized the stu-
dents’ metalinguistic thinking on the use of varied and sophisticated vocabulary in 
the writing of their texts (see Table 4.1).

Both units examine structure for narrative (unit 1) and expository text (unit 2). 
The activity was to write drafts for each genre following their particular structure. 
Then, the pupils revised their drafts individually or in pairs, according to the specific 
guidelines supplied for each unit.

A group of teachers used unit 1 in the first semester and unit 2 in the second, 
while for the remaining teachers, the order was inverted to avoid bias. Prior to the 
application of each unit, there was a 4-h training session reviewing the unit activi-
ties, resolving questions about its application, and exploring its contents further. 
Plus PowerPoint presentations were provided to help class instruction.

Teachers used each teaching unit independently, and this allowed for flexibility 
of implementation anticipating, for example, a school event that could interrupt the 
process. In addition, in four occasions, members of the research team observed the 
teachers when applying the activities in their classrooms in order to ensure the 
homogeneity of the intervention. These observations took place to coincide with the 
teaching of numbers 4 and 7 (see Table 4.1) of each unit as the former has a greater 
focus on the content and the latter on integration into the writing process. By observ-
ing these classes, the research team was able to understand conceptual errors and the 
integration of the written content.

4 The Role of Grammar and Vocabulary for Writing Instruction in School



72

Table 4.1 Objectives and content of teaching units

Grammar
Object: to write a book of stories for students 
in lower grades

Vocabulary
Object: to write an encyclopedia with articles 
for students in lower grades

Class Content Class Content

1 Differences between oral and written 
stories
Compare sentences in a spoken and 
written story

1 Differences between oral and 
written articles
Compare the vocabulary of an oral 
and written article and then discuss 
about the most sophisticated and 
varied version

2 Story structure
Identify the beginning, breaks, 
development, and the ending of a 
story

2 Article structure
Identify the introduction, 
development, and conclusion of an 
article

3 Sentence, noun, and verb
Recognizing nouns and verbs in 
images and forming sentences 
identifying gender and number: 
revising the full stop at the end of a 
sentence

3 Sophisticated (infrequent) 
vocabulary
Distinguish frequent and infrequent 
words by the use of images and 
discussion about the function of an 
authentic article

4 Nouns, adjective, and prepositional 
phrase
Write complete sentences using 
nouns, verbs, adjectives, and 
prepositional phrases

4 Sophisticated vocabulary 
(precision)
Compare the introduction of an 
article changing precise for generic 
words and discussing their effects 
on the significance of the test

5 Writing and revision of the 
beginning
Write the beginning of a story 
including adjectives and 
prepositional phrases that describe 
people and background/stage
Review with a partner using an 
evaluation guideline

5 Writing and revision of the 
introduction
Write an introduction to an article 
including frequent, infrequent, and 
precise words
Review it with a partner using an 
evaluation guideline

6 Verbs, adverbs, and prepositional 
phrases
Replace adverbs and prepositional 
phrases in a story and analyze the 
function of this class of words

6 Varied vocabulary (synonyms)
Analyze the meaning of synonyms 
in an expository text and discuss 
similarities among words

7 Writing and revision of episodes
Develop the written story including 
adverbs and prepositional phrases to 
add information to particular 
episodes
Review it with a partner using an 
evaluation guideline

7 Writing and review of its 
development
Varied vocabulary (hyperonyms)
Develop the written article, 
including frequent and infrequent 
words and precise and varied words
Review it with a partner using an 
evaluation guideline

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued)

Grammar
Object: to write a book of stories for students 
in lower grades

Vocabulary
Object: to write an encyclopedia with articles 
for students in lower grades

Class Content Class Content

8 Writing and revision of the ending
Analyze the problem in the story and 
think about solving this problem
Write the ending of the story and 
revise it

8 Writing and revision of the 
conclusion
Read an incomplete article and 
write the conclusion
Write the conclusion of the 
student’s article and revise

9–10 Edition and publication of the story
Edit the story with the help of a 
teacher and publish it as a book

9–10 Edition and publication of the 
article
Edit the article with the help of a 
teacher and publish it as an 
encyclopedia

4.2.3  Writing Tests to Evaluate the Impact of the Activity

Student’s writing was evaluated by comparing their written work prior to and after 
the intervention, that is, in the pretest and posttest. This material included a written 
story and an article, so that each student was evaluated on four texts. This material 
was supplied by the agency responsible for the standardized educational tests, the 
Educational Quality Agency (Agencia de Calidad de la Educación, ACE), that mea-
sures student’s learning in Chile. In the pretest for the article, students were given 
images of types of transport (ship, helicopter, bicycle, etc.) and then to choose one 
and write a paragraph. This same procedure was adopted in the posttest that involved 
the writing of a paragraph based on images related to technology (mobile, camera, 
telescope, etc.)

To write the pretest story, they were given the following instructions: “Imagine 
that one day you are walking down the street and in front of you, a mysterious door 
appears that opens gently... Write a story in which you give an account of the adven-
ture you experienced.” To write the story for the posttest, the students received 
another assignment: “Your school organized a story contest about monsters. To par-
ticipate in the contest, write a story with the title ‘A good monster’.” Both tests had 
been previously validated by the Educational Quality Agency to ensure they were 
consistent with and comparable to their evaluations of written work.

4.2.4  Analysis of the Written Texts

The 668 texts were analyzed for grammar and vocabulary, taking into account the 
textual structure of each genre.
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4.2.4.1  Grammar

The analysis of grammar focused on identifying sentences and punctuation marks, 
specifically how many times and when the pupils use punctuation. The number of 
punctuation marks measures the first, while the proportion of correct punctuation 
usage the second. To do this, the texts were segmented into sentences in order to 
identify where these punctuation marks appeared (e.g., at the end or in the middle 
of the sentence) and, consequently, to classify their use as correct or incorrect. For 
analytic purposes, coordinated sentences were separated and counted as indepen-
dent sentences.

The analysis was carried out by two members of the research team. To ensure its 
reliability, a double correction of 30% was also made, obtaining a weighted Kappa 
coefficient for inter-rate reliability of 0.96 for narrative texts and 0.89 for expository 
text scores. In proportion to the correct score, a weighted Kappa of 0.95 was 
obtained for the narrative texts and 0.81 for the expository texts.

4.2.4.2  Vocabulary

For vocabulary analysis, two indicators were used for lexical quality: variety and 
sophistication. Variety was defined as the number of varied words present in each 
piece of writing, i.e., the number of different words without considering repetitions 
(Gómez et al., 2016). Sophisticated words were defined as those with six or more 
characters, since the average number of words written by the children had four 
characters.

4.2.4.3  Textual Structure

Researchers designed two sets of rubrics by which to examine the structure of the 
stories and the articles. They examined the presence and development of the struc-
ture of each type of text: for stories (beginning, break, development or episodes, and 
ending) and for the articles (an introduction, development, and conclusions). The 
rubric has four levels of evaluation: at level 4, the presence of all the parts of the 
structure which is clearly evident; at level 3, the presence of development and 
another component; at level 2, the presence of development only; and at level 1, the 
structure which is not evident.

The texts were analyzed by two members of the research team. To ensure the 
reliability of the analysis, a double correction of 30% was made, obtaining a 
weighted Kappa coefficient for inter-rate reliability of 0.68 for expository texts and 
0.79 for narrative texts. Figure 4.1 synthesizes the different stages in this study.
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1

Pretest evaluation of intervention 
and control groups

2

Aplication to 20 classes 
Observation of 4 clases

3

Postest evaluation of intervention 
and control groups

Writing test:

- Story 

- Article

Writing test:

- Story

- Article

Teachers apply didactic units 

for grammar and vocabulary

Fig. 4.1 Study stages

4.3  Results

First, to ensure comparability of the groups, a t-Student test was applied to specific 
variables, in order to see possible differences in the pretest. Second, the descriptive 
results were analyzed for all variables to see possible impact trends. Third, an analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) mixed factorial analysis with two factors or independent 
variables (group and time) was applied to analyze the impact of the teaching activity 
on students’ writing. ANOVA mixed factorial has the advantage of identifying 
between and within group factors. The group (intervention or control) was consid-
ered as between group and time (pre- and posttest) as within-group. As the sample 
size of both groups is unbalanced, a Sum of Squares type III was used, as it is widely 
regarded as the most appropriate in such cases (Keppel & Wickens, 2004). An inde-
pendent ANOVA mixed factorial was used for each of the dependent variables, that 
is, grammar (punctuation frequency and proportion of correct punctuation), vocabu-
lary, (diversity and lexical sophistication), and textual structure (presence of compo-
nents of textual structure). Each of these variables has two evaluations (story and 
article). It was expected that there would be significant interactions between time 
and group, which showed the positive impact of the writing activity on the depen-
dent posttest variables. In those cases where there was a significant interaction 
between group and time, t-Student test was used to analyze if the impact was posi-
tive for the teaching activity group.

4.3.1  Differences Between the Groups in the Pretest

The results of the t-Student tests showed that there were no significant differences 
between the intervention group and the control group in the pretest in most of the 
measured variables. There were only differences in the expository structure variable 
(t(100)  = −2; p = 0.03) and in the total punctuation variable in the narrative text 
(t(100) = 2; p = 0.04). That is, before the writing activity, the control and intervention 
groups were similar in all the measures evaluated, except in expository structure and 
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total punctuation scores for the narrative text. In the case of expository structure, it 
was observed that the difference in the pretest was because the control group had a 
better average score in this variable prior to the intervention (see Table 4.2). In the 
case of the size of total punctuation score for the narrative text, the difference was 
in favor of the intervention group. As the analysis showed, there was no significant 
impact of the intervention, these differences were not considered an impediment to 
the analysis and interpretation of the results.

4.3.2  Descriptive Results

Table 4.2 shows the descriptive results of the study before and after the intervention. 
In general, there is an increase in most of the scores in both groups, an aspect that 
was expected due to the progress and learning of the students during the school year. 

Table 4.2 Pre- and posttest descriptive results for intervention and control groups

Time
Pre Post

Dependent variable Text type Group M SD M SD

Grammar
Punctuation quantity
(Range 0–17)

Narrative Intervention 2.25 2.78 2.72 2.19
Control 1.41 2.43 1.58 1.71

Expository Intervention 1.29 1.44 1.93 1.76
Control 1.43 1.80 1.96 1.61

Correct punctuation
(Range 0–1)

Narrative Intervention 0.13 0.13 0.19 0.15
Control 0.11 0.18 0.11 0.12

Expository Intervention 0.24 0.25 0.28 0.25
Control 0.21 0.25 0.27 0.22

Vocabulary
Lexical diversity Narrative Intervention 0.63 0.09 0.60 0.08

Control 0.64 0.09 0.58 0.07
Expository Intervention 0.74 0.10 0.73 0.10

Control 0.73 0.10 0.71 0.10
Lexical sophistication Narrative Intervention 21.64 10.82 26.10 11.51

Control 21.51 11.86 27.08 10.41
Expository Intervention 11.64 6.35 18.84 9.60

Control 13.17 10.84 22.05 19.39
Textual structure
(Range 1–4)

Narrative Intervention
Control

3.22
3.38

0.63
0.71

3.52
3.35

0.70
0.76

Expository Intervention
Control

2.31
2.59

0.84
0.74

2.77
2.63

0.87
0.77
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The only variable that shows a slight decrease in scores is that of lexical diversity in 
both types of texts.

The narrative and expository texts show differences, where a lower score was 
obtained in the structure of the expository text in both times and groups. Less lexical 
sophistication was also observed in this type of text. However, the percentage of 
correct punctuation and lexical diversity is greater in the expository text than in the 
narrative.

4.3.3  Analysis of Impact Results

The analysis of the mixed ANOVA shows a significant interaction between the time 
and group factors in the case of narrative structure (F (1,165)  =  5.47; p = 0.021), 
expository structure (F (1,165) = 6.32; p = 0.013), and the proportion of correct punc-
tuation in stories (F(1,165) = 5.01; p = 0.027). These results show a possible impact of 
the intervention on these variables. No significant interactions were found between 
the time and group factors in the number of points used, in the proportion of correct 
punctuation in expository texts, or in the vocabulary variables.

4.3.4  Further Analysis

We checked whether the significant interactions between time and group were due 
to the intervention on the variables narrative structure, expository structure, and 
proportion of correct punctuation in narrative texts. The analysis of paired Student’s 
t-tests showed significant differences between the pre- and posttest results in the 
intervention group for narrative structure (t (1,98)  = −3.58; p <0.001), expository 
structure (t(1,98) = −4.26; p <0.001), and the proportion of correct punctuation in nar-
ratives (t(1,98)  = −4; p <0.001). There was no significant differences between the 
pre- and posttest in the control group for narrative structure (t (1,67)  =  0.25; p = 
0.806), the expository structure (t(1,67) = −0.36; p = 0.717), nor the proportion of 
correct punctuation in the narrative texts (t(1,67) = 0.2; p = 0.9).

In summary, these results show that this teaching activity had a positive impact 
on scores obtained in narrative and expository structures and the proportion of 
punctuation correctly used in stories.

4.4  Discussion

The results show that unit 1 had an impact on punctuation, as students used correct 
punctuation more often in their posttest scores. They demonstrated greater diversity 
when writing stories, replacing the conjunction “and”  – common practice in 
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primary school students (Sotomayor et al., 2016) – with a full stop to show the end 
of the sentence. This practice is consistent with the research that shows correct 
punctuation is strengthened when students grasp the idea of sentence (Hudson, 
2004). It is particularly important that students understand punctuation when writ-
ing stories for it is in this genre they tend to have the greatest problems, so reducing 
their coherence and legibility (Sotomayor et al., 2016). This improvement was not 
observed with the other written activity, the article. Perhaps this is because, here, the 
teaching unit gave priority to the use of varied and sophisticated words rather than 
the idea of a sentence.

Unit 2 did not have a significant improvement on the vocabulary of the articles 
written by the student, that is, greater variety or sophistication in the words used, as 
a product of the teaching exercise. It is possible that the relative complexity of the 
explanations of lexical diversity and sophistication influenced the student’s under-
standing, finding them difficult to apply in their writings. Although the writing tests 
were validated by ACE, the instructions in the pre- and posttest were different, so 
the student’s lexical knowledge could have been different for each topic. Perhaps 
students need to be already in possession of a larger vocabulary to be able to use 
sophisticated and varied words in their texts. These results suggest that teaching for 
the purpose of integrating vocabulary with writing requires more research.

Finally, it was found that the writing activity had an impact on the writing of 
story and article, for in the posttest both texts had a more sophisticated structure. 
This is consistent with research that shows that the explicit teaching of structure 
produces more complex texts (Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; Spinillo & de Melo, 
2018; Tolchinsky, 2006; Wells, 2008). This improvement is because there were sep-
arate drafts for each component of the narrative or expository structure. Pupils 
planned and revised their texts at part of the writing process. Therefore, students 
were more aware of the organization of information as each component has a func-
tion in their texts. The most striking improvements in the article were in the organi-
zation of its structure, particularly when taking into account that the expository 
structure is more difficult for students than the narrative (Álvarez, 2010). Writing 
and revising components helps students better organize their texts and is consistent 
with other research that shows it to be an effective teaching strategy, leading to more 
complicated, coherent, developed, and longer texts (Donovan & Smolkin, 2006; 
Sotomayor et al., 2013; Tolchinsky, 2006; Wells, 2008; Graham et al., 2012).

Our research also showed that student’s grammar and textual structure improved 
with better punctuation and structure, and again it is likely that the planning and 
revision process contributed to this improvement and supports the research that the 
teaching of skills and knowledge can improve student writing (De la Paz & Graham, 
2002). But this was not the case with the article, for although they showed a better 
appreciation of structure, they did not use a more diverse and sophisticated vocabu-
lary. As previously mentioned, it is likely that students understood less about the 
posttest than the pretest subject, and so, they were unable to use a more complex 
vocabulary. This leads us to think about the importance of stimuli to evaluate writ-
ten production, a matter that should also be investigated in future research.
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In short, the results show that the intervention had an impact on the correct use 
of the period in stories, which could be related to an appreciation of the notion of 
grammatical sentence (Hudson, 2004). Likewise, the writing activity had an effect 
on the textual structure in the story and in the article, corroborating that the explicit 
teaching of textual structure is a useful resource to improve the quality of school 
writing, as indicated by Graham and Harris (2019). These results also suggest that 
the integration of various dimensions to the teaching of writing, in this case, gram-
mar and textual structure, can improve the quality of writing.

Teacher skills could also have influenced the application of the different units. 
They did not have in-depth training in writing, grammar or vocabulary, which could 
be seen during the training process. However, it is possible that, after their participa-
tion in this exercise, they have increased and deepened their grammatical, lexical, 
and textual knowledge, as well as their didactic knowledge of how to integrate these 
dimensions into writing. As it was not considered in the study design, it could not 
be measured but should be addressed in future research.

Finally, even when it is known that the context and functioning of schools is a 
factor that makes the implementation of an impact study more complex, this type of 
research allows us to approach school reality in its natural state and create instruc-
tional designs that can be replicated or adapted by others in the educational system. 
In this sense, the didactic activity that addressed integrating grammar to story writ-
ing and its textual structure could be a feasible approach when considering the 
didactic of writing.

4.5  Final Remarks

This chapter proposes the existence of two key linguistic characteristics for teaching 
writing: grammar and vocabulary. First, it reviewed the debate about the effective-
ness of teaching grammar at school and suggests that it can improve the quality of 
the texts if it is approached as a communicative resource and with a focus on lan-
guage inquiry. The research on which this chapter is based maintains that writing 
texts is a useful way to teach grammar and proposes a teaching activity that inte-
grates grammar into story writing by producing drafts of the different parts of its 
textual structure (beginning, break, development or events, and ending). The pur-
pose of the activity is for students to understand the idea of a sentence by identifying 
classes of words as a way to become aware of the limit of a sentence and improving 
punctuation. The result of this activity was positive, illustrated by the correct punc-
tuation of sentences in the stories and an improvement in the understanding of the 
structure of this textual genre.

In parallel, the chapter shows the importance of vocabulary as another essential 
linguistic pillar to produce quality writing. That is why the activity addresses the 
explicit teaching of vocabulary for an article notably lexical variety and sophistica-
tion, by the production of drafts of the different parts of its textual structure (intro-
duction, development, and conclusion). The purpose is that students increase the 
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number of varied and sophisticated (infrequent) words. The results show that while 
there is no impact on the vocabulary variables, there is a greater integration of gram-
mar and writing than with vocabulary and writing. Drafts in both cases contribute to 
a better understanding of the textual structure.

These findings have pedagogical implications. First, the teaching of grammar 
(the idea of sentences and word classes) integrated with writing and with a strong 
focus on metalinguistic thinking may be a useful strategy not only for teaching writ-
ing but also for a deeper knowledge of the mother tongue. This could be relevant not 
only for writing but also for the students’ reading comprehension and language. 
Second, the explicit teaching of vocabulary (variety and lexical sophistication) inte-
grated into writing may not have been absorbed by students, as the ideas are prob-
ably too complex and vague to be understood easily by nonexpert writers. Thus, 
teachers and researchers must continue to explore new didactic alternatives that 
foster the development of a broader and more sophisticated vocabulary in primary 
school students. Third, drafting of the textual structure of each genre seems to have 
a significant impact and be easily assimilated by students. Awareness of textual 
structure has been cited by various authors (Fitzgerald & Teasley, 1986; Olinghouse 
et al., 2015; Spinillo & de Melo, 2018) as a variable that has a significant impact on 
the quality of texts. Finally, the development of materials designed and used in this 
research (grammar and vocabulary teaching units) can contribute to the teaching of 
writing in the classroom. The units should be distributed widely so that teachers can 
use, adapt, or recreate them. This should promote a greater articulation between 
research and school teaching, one of the great challenges for education today.
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5.1  Introduction

Verba volant, scripta manent is a Latin proverb translated as “spoken words fly, 
writings remain” attributed to Gaius Titus (39–81 BC) in a speech delivered in the 
Roman Senate. This proverb highlights the permanent nature of writing. However, 
it is possible to emphasize its provisional nature when considering the composition 
of a text that demands continuous recursive actions from the writer on the material 
being produced.

This provisional nature becomes evident when the textual revision, the topic of 
this chapter, is considered. Revising involves actions on the language that require 
the writer to consider the writing as an object of reflection and analysis, performing 
a metalinguistic activity, changing it as many times as necessary until being satisfied 
with the final product. These actions, which illustrate the dynamic nature of textual 
composition, make the revision a kind of quality control that allows to make the text 
more appropriate with respect to several aspects (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; 
Galbraith, 1992; Hayes & Flower, 1980; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1982). Changes 
made to the text for the purpose of improving it may be punctual or require a rewrit-
ing of the text in a broader way, until the writer is satisfied with the generated prod-
uct (Allal, 2000; Allal & Chanquoy, 2004; Chanquoy, 1997, 2001; Galbraith & 
Torrance, 2004; García & Arias-Gundín, 2004; Pontecorvo & Morani, 1996). The 
multifaceted nature of revision is contemplated in the definition presented by 
Fitzgerald (1987, p. 484) in a classical work about research on revision in writing:

Revision means making any changes at any point in the writing process. It involves identi-
fying discrepancies between intended and instantiated text, deciding what could or should 
be changed in the text and how to make desired changes, and operating, that is, making the 
desired changes. Changes may or may not affect meaning of the text, and they may be major 
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or minor. Also, changes may be made in the writer’s mind before being instantiated in writ-
ten text, at the time text is first written, and/or after text is first written.

This definition guides the study and the discussion presented in this chapter and 
evidences, as stated by Flower et al. (1986), that revision is a component of text 
composition, a recursive activity present throughout the writing process. Fitzgerald 
(1987) comments that much of the research in the area has sought to investigate how 
much revision occurs, when it occurs, and what kinds of revisions are made. 
According to the author, these issues are somewhat affected by writers’ expertise or 
age. For instance, beginning writers do not revise very much, and students of differ-
ent ages do very little revision without peer group or teacher support. On the other 
hand, competent writers, such as high school students and beyond, make more 
changes than less competent or younger ones.

According to Hayes and Flower (1980) and Witte (1985), revision can take place 
at different moments of the writing production: (i) during planning, even before the 
actual writing takes place; (ii) during translation, integrated into the writing process; 
and (iii) posttranslation, on a relatively complete version of the text. Most studies 
have focused on revision products that appear on paper, although a few have inves-
tigated changes made in the writer’s mind before pen meets paper. What is observed 
is that writers tend to make more changes during the composition of the text than 
after having completed a draft and that more competent writers do more revising 
while composing a first draft than do less competent ones. In the research reported 
in this chapter, the focus was on the revision at the time of posttranslation, when the 
writer puts themselves in the role of reader of their own text and identifies or not the 
need to make changes to what has been produced so far.

Considering what kinds of revisions are made, Fitzgerald (1987) comments that 
regardless of age and level of competence, the writer tends to make surface revi-
sions, suggesting the view of revision as proofreading. On the other hand, older and 
more competent writers tend to often revise for meaning than younger and less 
competent ones.

There is no doubt that these instances – how much revision occurs, when revision 
occurs, and what kinds of revisions are made– are crucial. However, there is another 
equally relevant aspect that deserves to be investigated: to whom the text under revi-
sion is addressed. The study presented in this chapter deals specifically with the idea 
that the kinds of revisions made and the reasons that justify the changes made by the 
writer vary, depending on who the text is addressed to. However, before presenting 
the study and its results, relevant aspects of textual revision, as a constitutive 
instance of the writing process, are discussed.

5.2  Revision and the Writing Process

Text revision is a metacognitive activity par excellence, performed by the writer 
who becomes a reader of their own text through a recursive action (Camps & Milian, 
2000; Castro & Correa, 2014). This activity is generated by the writer’s feeling of 
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dissatisfaction with what has been produced and starts to focus on disagreements 
between the intended text and the actually produced text (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 
1987; Hayes & Flower, 1980). In this perspective, Scardamalia and Bereiter (1982) 
developed the CDO model that deals with three cognitive actions performed during 
the revision process: compare, diagnose, and operate. The comparison assesses dis-
crepancies between the intended text and the text actually produced to date. Once 
the discrepancy is identified, a diagnosis is made and, from there, relevant opera-
tions are triggered to make the necessary changes. Following this same line of 
thought, Butterfield et al. (1996) and Galbraith and Torrance (2004) claim that these 
actions become explicit and deliberate, thus sharing the perspective that revision is 
a metalinguistic activity.

Textual revision is a multifaceted process. Thus, different aspects of this phe-
nomenon have been the object of investigation, some of which are discussed below.

5.2.1  Revision Operations and the Nature of the Changes 
Made by the Writer

What revision operations do we take when we make changes to texts we write? 
What is the nature of these changes? According to the literature in the area, revision 
occurs through addition, deletion, substitution, and rearrangement (reordering or 
restructuring) operations of some textual element, such as words, sentences, para-
graphs, etc. (Dix, 2006; Faigley & Witte, 1981). When revising their text, the writer 
can insert or remove something, replace one textual element with another, or change 
the location of elements in the text. Substitution is the action most used by children, 
while rearrangement is very rare, being more often performed when the text is pro-
duced digitally.

Changes can be of form (occur in the surface of the text) and of meaning (alter 
the content). According to Gelderen and Oostdam (2004), changes of form seek to 
meet the language’s rules (spelling, syntax) and guarantee the readability of the text 
(handwriting), while those of meaning have a semantic nature, seeking to guarantee 
the coherence, clarity, and precision of the information. Both types of changes 
maintain a relationship of codependency, since much of what one wants to commu-
nicate depends on how the information is presented. For these authors, when revis-
ing a text, the individual seeks to meet the following points: (i) if the intended 
meaning is satisfactorily expressed through the adopted linguistic forms; (ii) if the 
text attends the criteria related to coherence, avoiding inconsistencies between seg-
ments; and (iii) if the meanings fit the global representation of the text (e.g., its 
structure) and if they are coherent with extralinguistic knowledge.

Beginning writers tend to make changes of form more often than experienced 
writers and more often than changes of meaning; this is observed both when revis-
ing their own text and when revising texts written by someone else. However, it is 
important to know that other factors, besides age and expertise, can influence the 
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use of revision operations (addition, deletion, substitution, and rearrangement) and 
the nature of the changes made (form and meaning), such as for example, the role 
played by the audience to whom the text is intended. This aspect is addressed in the 
research described in this chapter.

5.2.2  Revision and Moments of Text Writing

At what moment of writing do we make changes to the texts we write? As men-
tioned, revision can occur at different moments of writing (Allal & Chanquoy, 2004; 
Limpo et al., 2014): in planning, in translating (transcription or generating process), 
and in posttranslation (reviewing). Planning, of a prelinguistic nature, consists of 
generating ideas and selecting information that may be part of the text to be written 
and thinking about its organization, its purpose, and about the reader to whom it is 
addressed. At this point, revision takes place in the writer’s mind, when they alter 
their intentions about the text even before the actual writing takes place. One of the 
ways to investigate the revision at the time of planning is through collaborative writ-
ing, when writers interact, deciding and changing aspects related to the form and 
content to be materialized in the text to be written. Many of these proposals do not 
even become changes that will be effectively inserted into the text.

Translating occurs at the linguistic level, when the writer makes linguistic 
choices which are incorporated to the emergent text. When revising passages that 
have just been produced, the writer must decide which words and syntactic struc-
tures best convey the intended meaning. These changes affect what has just been 
partially written, being called online revision. According to Singer and Bashir 
(2004), this moment turns the ideas generated in the planning into language, so that 
they can be expressed in writing, that is, the verbal mental representations are 
encoded into written symbols. One of the ways to investigate the revision at the time 
of translating is through the think-aloud method, in which the writer explains and 
comments on the changes they make to the emerging text (López et al., 2019).

The posttranslation also occurs at the linguistic level, when the writer has already 
produced a complete or almost complete version of the text. In the revision that 
takes place on this version, also called deferred revision, the writer assumes the role 
of reader of their own text, working with the aim of improving the quality of the 
final product. Most investigations are about deferred revision and have revealed that 
many of the changes made at this point are of form more than of meaning.

Several studies were conducted with the objective of examining at which of these 
moments the revision would be more productive for the final quality of the text. 
Bergh and Rijlaarsdam (1999), for example, observed that, in translation, the activ-
ity of rereading already written parts of the emerging text had a positive effect on 
the generation of ideas articulated with what had been previously written and with 
what would come next, reflecting on the quality of the final text produced. Chanquoy 
(2001), in turn, asked children to revise their texts in three different situations: one 
in which they were not given any instruction on when to revise the text, another in 
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which they were asked to revise the text at the time of translation, and another in 
which they were asked to revise the text at the time of posttranslation. It was found 
that the changes did not differ when made at the time of translation and posttransla-
tion, either in terms of the frequency with which they occurred or in terms of the 
types of changes. The conclusion was that the revision moment does not influence 
the quality of the text produced, since the revision upon translation is as effective as 
the one carried out at the time of posttranslation.

Spinillo and Lucena (2019) investigated revision at the time of planning and at 
the time of posttranslation in pairs of children who were asked to collaboratively 
write a text. Participants were elementary school third graders aged 8–9 years. The 
text to be written was a reproduction of a story read by the examiner and accompa-
nied by the participants. When pauses were made, questions were asked to stimulate 
the participants to explicitly mention what they intended to write at the time of plan-
ning (“Why did you stop writing? What are you thinking now? What do you intend 
to write next?”). Once the reproduction was complete, that is, at the time of post-
translation, the dyads were asked to read the text and make the changes they wanted 
for improvements.

The unit of analysis during planning was defined in terms of episodes, consisting 
of pauses made by the children to discuss and decide how they should write a par-
ticular passage of the text in progress. It was observed that the vast majority of the 
episodes involved changes that were effectively incorporated into the emerging text. 
The data showed that the operations of revision of addition, deletion, substitution, 
and rearrangement occurred at the time of planning, mainly substitution and addi-
tion of information, with few changes of form. According to the authors (Spinillo & 
Lucena, 2019), this occurred because, in planning, the proposed changes occur 
within the scope of ideas, when the interlocutors decide what should or should not 
be included in the text. Moreover, as in this study the text to be written was a repro-
duction, this probably generated the children’s intention to be reliable to the content 
conveyed in the original text.

Upon posttranslation, the vast majority of changes were in terms of form, and the 
operations performed on the final version were to replace one word with another, so 
the concern of the dyads was to write the words correctly, obeying the orthographic 
rules. This concern was rarely observed at the time of planning, being more frequent 
at the time of posttranslation because, on this occasion, the spelling mistakes were 
effectively materialized in the text, which did not occur at the time of planning. The 
same revision operations in planning also occurred in posttranslation, with substitu-
tion being the most frequent on both occasions. In posttranslation, the changes 
focused more on the words, while in the planning they occurred more on the sen-
tences and were more of meaning aiming to guarantee coherence, clarity, and fidel-
ity to the text that served as the basis for the reproduction.

In the research reported below, revision is investigated at the time of posttransla-
tion. At this time, the writer is informed that the text they produced will be read by 
an interlocutor with a certain profile, in this case, a teacher or a child from 
another school.
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5.2.3  Reasons for Making Changes

Why do we make changes to the texts we write? A generic, but not very enlighten-
ing, answer is that we revise a text to improve it, in order to meet our expectations. 
It is important to note that revision is an easy process to observe because of the 
physical operations and the visible traces in textual output. If, on the one hand, it is 
easy to identify the action performed by the writer when revising their text (dele-
tion, addition, substitution, rearrangement) and the altered linguistic unit (word, 
sentence, paragraph etc.), on the other hand, it is difficult to know the reasons they 
had in mind when making such changes. There seem to be two ways of knowing the 
reasons that specifically lead the writer to make changes to their texts. One of them 
is to infer the reason for a given change, observing the action performed by the 
writer on some aspect of the text. For instance, it is possible to assume that by add-
ing a letter to the end of a verb or a noun, the objective was to make a grammatical 
correction; when replacing a letter in a word, the writer aimed to make a spelling 
correction; and by substituting a word for another of the same meaning, the writer 
aimed to avoid repetition of that word throughout the text. However, the same revi-
sion action may have different objectives, for example, when replacing one word 
with another, the reader may have wanted to avoid repeating that word or may have 
tried to be more accurate as to the information they wanted to communicate. Another 
way, which we believe to be more effective, is to ask the writer directly why they 
made a given change. In this case, the writer would verbally explain the reasons for 
making that change.

Although relevant, little is known about the children’s reasons for making 
changes to their texts. The studies conducted by Dix (2006) and Spinillo (2015a) are 
rare examples found in the literature on this topic.

Dix (2006), from a qualitative research, explored the revision practices made by 
nine fourth, fifth, and sixth graders, who were identified as fluent writers by their 
teachers. After writing texts in the school setting, participants were asked to com-
ment on what changes they had made and explain why they had made them. The 
changes were identified and categorized on the basis of the taxonomy proposed by 
Faigley and Witte (1981), involving the following classification: (i) surface changes 
that preserve the meaning of the text (spelling, punctuation, grammar) that aimed at 
improving text accuracy and (ii) text-based changes affecting the meaning of the 
text locally (microstructure changes) or globally (macrostructure changes). As pro-
posed in the taxonomy adopted, these changes were made through revision opera-
tions of addition, deletion, substitution, and rearrangement. From a series of 
passages extracted from the interviews, the author illustrated and discussed the revi-
sion practices used by the students. The main result was that elementary school 
children are active participants in the writing process, since they are able to revise 
their texts in a variety of ways that are not limited to surface changes and, also, to 
explain why they made changes.
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It is important to note that the results obtained by Dix (2006) were about fluent 
writers and a limited number of participants, so that caution is needed when making 
generalizations. However, an aspect that deserves to be highlighted is the fact that 
the study raises the possibility to explore the reasons why children make changes in 
their texts by asking them directly to talk about this. Despite this, the author did not 
conduct an analysis that specifically addressed the reasons adopted by writers when 
revising their texts, which was done by Spinillo (2015a).

The research conducted by Spinillo (2015a) aimed to investigate if third and fifth 
graders were able to justify the changes they made when revising their texts (repro-
ductions of a story). The justifications given were classified into different types, 
namely: to avoid repetition of words, to guarantee the legibility of spelling, to obey 
the orthographic and grammatical rules, to guarantee the understanding of the text, 
to be faithful to the original text and to be coherent with reality (world knowledge). 
This typology was adopted in the analysis of data obtained in the investigation to be 
presented later in this chapter, when, then, each of the justifications will be described 
and exemplified.

Data obtained by Spinillo (2015a) revealed that children are able to justify the 
changes they make in their texts. Differences between school grades were identi-
fied: changes made by the third graders were justified by the need to write correctly, 
obeying the spelling and grammar rules, while changes made by the fifth graders 
sought to obey both the orthographic and grammatical rules and the need to be faith-
ful to the original text. The conclusion was that with the increase in the writer’s 
competence, represented here by the advancement in schooling, children start to be 
concerned not only with issues of form, such as readability and obedience to ortho-
graphic and grammatical rules, but also with semantic issues in an attempt to give 
clarity and bring the information in the produced text closer to that in the original. 
This study brought important contributions: (i) corroborated the findings of Dix 
(2006), revealing that children are able to explain the reasons that guide the changes 
they make in their texts; (ii) identified those reasons; and (iii) evidenced that these 
reasons are influenced by the writer’s competence. Nevertheless, it is interesting to 
examine what factors other than competence could influence children’s reasons for 
making changes to their texts. For example, would the reasons vary depending on 
the interlocutor to whom the text is addressed? One of the aspects examined in the 
study described below is exactly about this possibility.

5.2.4  The Role of the Interlocutor

In writing texts, the interlocutor can be physically present in the production situa-
tion – as a partner in the composition of a text, or be present in the writer’s mind – as 
a potential reader, an audience for whom the text is intended. Although the focus of 
this chapter is on the interlocutor as an audience, these two facets are discussed below.
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5.2.4.1  The Interlocutor as a Partner in Writing Texts

In most studies, the interlocutor is physically present, playing the role of partner in 
the context of collaborative writing (Allal et al., 2005; Spinillo, 2015b; Spinillo & 
Lucena, 2019) and in teaching situations carried out in the school context, in which 
the interlocutor can be a classmate or the child’s teacher (Allal et al., 2005; Boscolo 
& Ascorti, 2004; Calil & Myhill, 2020; Rouiller, 2004).

In the school context, Allal et al. (2005) conducted a research with elementary 
school students to examine the relationship between collaborative writing and char-
acteristics of the text produced. Collective interactions involving the whole class-
room and interactions in pairs of students were analyzed. In the collective revision, 
in which participants argued and made suggestions about the revision made by other 
students, the number of changes made to the text was greater than in the revision 
made by dyads of students. It was also observed that the individual revision, fol-
lowed by the revision in pairs, had positive effects on the quality of the final text 
produced.

The relationships between collaborative revision and writing an understandable 
text were explored by Boscolo and Ascorti (2004). The participants, elementary 
school students, formed pairs in which one of them wrote a text that was evaluated 
by the partner as to its comprehensibility. Together they decided on the changes that 
should be made to improve the text. Two types of interaction were identified in rela-
tion to the evaluating partner: a general request for reformulation and specific indi-
cations of changes to be made. Proposing suggestions was a type of interaction 
observed only between the pairs of students who attended more advanced school 
grades, that is, who had a greater mastery of writing.

Rouiller (2004) examined the impact of peer interaction on revision in sixth 
graders, comparing individual and dyadic conditions. One of the main results was 
that the dyadic condition involved a wide variety of interaction styles and caused 
more changes in the text, especially with respect to spelling and text organization 
than the individual condition. The author comments that the collaborative review 
was characterized as a reconceptualization, whereas individual revision tended to 
focus on error correction. However, the positive impact of peer interaction on revi-
sion did not occur in all circumstances, since many dyads were not very productive 
in terms of the number of changes made to the text.

Spinillo (2015b) investigated how children revised texts written by other chil-
dren in two situations: individually and in collaboration with another child. 
Participants were asked to revise a text containing a number of flaws, such as syn-
tactic and spelling mistakes and poor readability (legibility compromised in some 
passages and lack of information). The text presented in both situations was the 
same and had been written by a child who was not a participant in the research. In 
the individual revision, the following instruction was given: “This is a text written 
by a student from another school. It is a reproduction of a story he read. This text 
has some problems. Please read it carefully and make any changes you feel are 
necessary to improve it.” Both the original story and the reproduction to be revised 
were printed and made available, as well as pencils, erasers, and sheets of paper. 
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The same procedure was adopted in the collaborative situation, being said that the 
revision should be done jointly. In both situations, children used editing strategies 
rather than rewriting strategies. It was also found that in the individual revision, 
children focused on the formal aspects of the text, while in the collaborative review, 
they tended to consider both the formal aspects of the text and its content. An inter-
esting fact was that the collaborative revision led participants to make semantic 
changes in an attempt to bring the text under revision closer to the original story that 
served as the basis for reproduction. The conclusion was that the interaction which 
characterizes the collaborative context favors the idea that the text can be subjected 
to multiple transformations during revision.

Calil and Myhill (2020) analyzed sequences of narrative textual production from 
the same dyad of 6- and 7-year-olders in a naturalistic classroom environment. The 
focus of the study was on the erasure as a way to understanding the nature of revi-
sion during writing. According to the authors, written erasures are visible evidence 
of metalinguistic operations by children. Using both video and audio recordings to 
capture the dialogue between the children in this collaborative writing context, it 
was observed that writers’ metalinguistic thinking was characterized by graphic- 
spatial concerning the visual appearance of their writing on the page and that com-
ments related to meaning were rare.

5.2.4.2  The Interlocutor as an Audience in Writing Texts

As previously mentioned, there are studies in which the interlocutor is the possible 
reader, not physically present in the situation of text production, as is the case of 
research carried out by Frank (1992), who investigated fifth graders who produced 
written newspaper advertisements differently for two audiences. College students 
are also reader-sensitive, as Traxler and Gernsbacher (1993) showed, once partici-
pants modified their representation of the readers’ perspective when writing and 
revising descriptions of geometric figures in order to make their writing in accor-
dance with their readers’ informational needs. Thus, the manipulation of audience 
emerges as a relevant methodological resource to examine the role of the interlocu-
tor in situations that are not characterized as collaborative writing, whether in 
research with children or in research with adults.

Holliway and McCutchen (2004) investigated how fifth and ninth graders bene-
fited from perspective-taking experiences as they wrote and revised texts involving 
the descriptions of geometric figures. In this study, the authors adapted the referen-
tial representation task used by Traxler and Gernsbacher (1993), comparing three 
revision conditions: feedback condition, rating-other condition, and reading-as-a- 
reader condition. Participants in both grades showed an expressive improvement 
under the reading-as-a-reader condition, because under this situation they had the 
opportunity to accurately revise their texts in order to meet their readers’ informa-
tional needs.

Midgette et al. (2008) examined the effect of content goals and audience aware-
ness goals during revising on argumentative texts written by fifth and eighth 
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graders. Three different goal conditions were compared: a general goal, a goal to 
improve content, and a goal to improve content plus audience awareness goal. In 
each condition, participants were asked to write a persuasive essay (“Should young 
people be allowed to watch any kind of shows or movies on TV? What do you 
think?”) and then asked to write a revised draft of their text. Texts were analyzed 
according to the presence of discourse elements relevant to content and audience 
and for overall persuasiveness. The main results showed that students in the content 
plus audience awareness goal condition were more likely to consider and rebut 
opposing perspectives in their texts than those in the other conditions. The conclu-
sion was that in the revision process, it is not enough to consider the content of the 
given text but also to consider the intended audience. Thus, the combination of 
content and potential audience seems to have a positive impact on performance on 
a persuasive writing task. The findings of this investigation corroborate Holliway 
and McCutchen (2004).

Taken together, the results of these studies show that both in expository and argu-
mentative texts, college students and fifth and ninth graders demonstrate a sense of 
audience, so that they make changes in their texts to meet the informational needs 
of the potential reader.

Audience manipulation was also adopted in the study described below as a meth-
odological paradigm for investigating children younger than those who participated 
in the aforementioned studies. Participants, aged 8 years old, were divided into two 
groups: one group was asked to revise their text that would be read by a teacher and 
the other group was asked to revise their text that would be read by a child. 
Subsequently, the second manipulation of the audience was carried out, in which the 
participants were asked if they would make any changes to their already revised 
texts if the interlocutor was another: a child, for those who had initially revised their 
texts for a teacher, and a teacher, for those who had initially revised their texts for a 
child. Would the participants have a sense of audience so that the changes made by 
them would vary depending on the possible reader of their texts?

5.3  “Who Is Going to Read the Story That I Have Written?” 
A Study on the Role of the Audience in Textual Revision 
Made by Children

As mentioned, most research carried out with children on the role of the interlocutor 
is about collaborative writing, while audience manipulation has been adopted more 
frequently in studies with adolescents and adults. It is relevant to use this method-
ological resource – audience manipulation – with children in the early elementary 
school, as is the case of the present study. Another characteristic of this investigation 
is that it deals specifically with the textual revision at the time of posttranslation, 
that is, after the text has been written. Thus, the objective of the research was to 
examine if young writers show a sense of audience and if this has an impact on the 
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way they revise their texts. Three aspects were considered in data analysis: the revi-
sion operations made by children (addition, deletion, substitution, and rearrange-
ment), the nature of changes (form and meaning), and the reasons why they made 
changes in the final version of their texts (Spinillo, 2015a).

Forty Brazilian children, aged 8 years old, attending the third grade of elemen-
tary school were interviewed in three sessions. In the first session, collective, in the 
classroom during school time, the examiner read aloud a story, while the children 
followed the reading of the text that was printed on a sheet of paper. After reading, 
the printed text was collected, and the children were asked to individually reproduce 
the story in writing. Pencil and paper were made available. Once the activity was 
completed, the reproduced text was collected.

In the second session, participants were equally divided, randomly, into two 
groups according to the audience, that is, the reader to whom the text would be 
addressed. Participants in Group 1 (child as the reader) were given the following 
instruction: “Could you please, revise the text you wrote in order to make it better? 
This will be read by a child from another school who likes reading stories. This 
child has never heard this story before.” Children in Group 2 (teacher as the reader) 
were given the following instruction: “Could you please, revise the text you wrote 
in order to make it better? This will be read by a teacher from another school who 
wants to know if children in your school know how to write stories. This teacher has 
never heard this story before.” The mean age of participants in Group 1 (child as the 
reader) was 8 years and 7 m, and the mean age of participants in Group 2 (teacher 
as the reader) was 8 years and 8 m. In both groups, the instructions were generic, 
mentioning that the text should be improved without suggesting any type of change 
in any part of the text.

In the second moment, after the revision was completed, participants were indi-
vidually asked to justify each of the changes they had made to their text, answering 
the following key question: “Can you tell me why did you make this change here?” 
Additional questions to clarify and deepen the children’s answers were made. This 
procedure was the same used by Spinillo (2015a).

In the third moment, at the end of the second session, each participant in Group 
1 (child as the reader) was asked: “If your text were to be read by a teacher instead 
of a child, would you make the same changes that you have made or would you 
make different ones? Why?” In turn, participants of Group 2 (teacher as the reader) 
were asked: “If your text were to be read by a child instead of a teacher, would you 
make the same changes that you have made or would you make different ones? 
Why?” Respondents’ answers were audio recorded and later transcribed for analy-
sis. This third moment of the second session involved an inversion of potential read-
ers, being, in reality, the second manipulation of the audience. This aimed to 
examine, in detail, the sense of audience of participants, testing whether or not they 
would make other changes to their text if the reader to whom the text would be 
addressed was another. Data analysis focused on the number of children who stated 
that they would and would not make changes and on the justifications given for 
doing so.
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Data were analyzed from two perspectives: one related to the characteristics of 
the changes made, involving the nature of the changes (form and meaning) and the 
revision operations performed (addition, deletion, substitution and rearrangement), 
and another concerning the reasons children adopted for making the changes. The 
results referring to these two perspectives are presented and discussed below accord-
ing to the groups of participants, that is, according to the reader to whom the text 
was addressed.

5.3.1  Characteristics of the Changes Made

The revision operations and the nature of the changes made are presented in Tables 
5.1 and 5.2, respectively.

As shown in Table 5.1, rearrangement operations were not carried out. According 
to the Wilcoxon test, in Group 1 (child as the reader), the addition operation was 
significantly more common than the others (p < 0.01), while in Group 2 (teacher as 
the reader), the most used operation was the substitution (p < 0.01). In both groups, 
deletion was rarely used (Group 1: 7.5%; Group 2: 4.6%). Comparisons between 
groups were explored using the Mann-Whitney U test, which identified that addi-
tion was significantly more used by children in Group 1 (p < 0.01) and that substitu-
tion was more frequently observed among children in Group 2 (p < 0.01).

The changes, according to their nature, were classified into the following: (i) 
graphic, related to the format of the letters; (ii) linguistic rules, relating to the cor-
rect writing of words and sentences (orthography and syntax); and (iii) semantics, 
relating to the meaning of words and phrases. The first two types are characterized 
as changes in form and the third as changes in meaning, whose distribution is pre-
sented in Table 5.2.

The Wilcoxon test revealed that, in Group 1 (child as the reader), semantic 
changes were significantly more frequent than the others (p < 0.02) and that graphic 
and linguistic changes did not statistically differ from each other. Among the chil-
dren in Group 2 (teacher as the reader), changes in linguistic rules were significantly 
more frequent than the others (p < 0.02), which did not differ from each other. Thus, 
the pattern of results is not the same in both groups: while the changes in Group 1 

Table 5.1 Percentage of revision operations in each group

Revision operations

Group 1
(Child as the reader)
(n = 286)

Group 2
(Teacher as the reader)
(n = 318)

Addition 65 26.4
Deletion 7.5 4.6
Substitution 27.5 69
Rearrangement 0 0
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Table 5.2 Percentage of types of changes in each group

Types of changes

Group 1
(Child as the reader)
(n = 286)

Group 2
(Teacher as the reader)
(n = 318)

Graphic (handwriting) 25 20
Linguistic rules (orthography, syntax) 20 56.2
Semantic (meaning) 55 23.8

were characterized as semantic (55%), in Group 2, they were characterized as 
related to linguistic rules (56.2%).

The Mann-Whitney U test detected that linguistic rules were significantly more 
observed among children in Group 2 (teacher as the reader) than among those in 
Group 1 (child as the reader) (p < 0.01), while semantic changes occurred more 
among those in Group 1 than among those in Group 2 (p < 0.01). Significant differ-
ences were not found between the groups regarding graphic changes.

In general, it is observed that the potential reader (the audience) has an impact on 
the characteristics of changes made by children. Participants whose texts are 
addressed to the teacher (Group 2) made changes in form, specifically related to 
fulfill linguistic rules (orthographic and syntactical) through substitution opera-
tions. On the other hand, participants whose texts are addressed to a child (Group 1) 
made changes in meaning marked by the addition operation. It seems that Group 1 
participants wanted to write more, adding information, while Group 2 participants 
wanted to write correctly, making substitutions. The reasons for such changes are 
understood from the data described and discussed in the next section.

5.3.2  Reasons for Making Changes

As mentioned, the participants’ justifications were analyzed according to the clas-
sification proposed by Spinillo (2015a), as described and exemplified below with 
passages extracted from the interview carried out in the second session.1

Type 1 (No explanation/vague explanation): The child claims not to be able to 
explain the reason for having made that change or provides a vague response.

Example 1: The word ele (he) is deleted.
I:  Why did you delete this word?
C: Because that’s better.
I: Explain to me why do you think it’s better this way?
C: Because it is. I think it is better.

1 In the examples presented, the interviewer’s speech is preceded by the letter I and that of the 
children by the letter C.
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Type 2 (To avoid repetition): The change is made to avoid the frequent use of the 
same word, expression, or part of a sentence.

Example 2: The word gato (cat) is deleted; it appears twice in the same sentence.
I:   Why did you delete this word out?
C:  It’s better not to repeat it again, again.

Example 3: The word o dono (the owner) is replaced with the word ele (he).
I:   Why did you change one word for another?
C:  Because then it gets better.
I:   Better how?
C:   The person who is going to read the text, reads the word dono (owner) all 

the time.

Type 3 (To ensure legibility): Graphic alteration in which the revision operation 
focuses on the handwriting of a word to make it readable. Changes of this kind may 
involve rewriting the entire word or just the outline of some of its letters.

Example 4: In the word família (family), the outline of the last letter is made 
sharper.
I: What did you do here? Why did you decide to do so?
C: The letter a looked like an o. I fixed it so the reader could read it.

Example 5: The word gato (cat) is crossed out and rewritten.
I:  Why did you do that? Why did you write the same word again?
C:  It was a very ugly handwriting. It was better to write it all over again, in neat 

handwriting.

Type 4 (To write correctly): The change is made to comply with spelling and syn-
tactic rules.

Example 6: In the word espelhu (mirror),2 the letter u is replaced with the letter o.
I:  Why did you change this letter?
C:  Because it was wrong with u. It has to be with o. My teacher always says that. 

Then, I forgot, but then I corrected it.

Example 7: The letter s is added to the end of the word passarinho (bird).
I:  Why did you put the s here?
C:  Because in the story, it was os passarinhos, in the plural, and not os passarinho. 

Both words must be in the plural. One must write correctly.

2 The correct spelling is espelho.
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Type 5 (To be clear): The change is made to ensure that the text is clear enough to 
be understood, avoiding inaccuracies. Changes classified here refer to intratextual 
aspects and relationships.

Example 8: The word fazia (did) is added.
I:  Why did you put this word here?
C:  It was missing. I had forgotten to put it on. If I left it without putting it there, I 

couldn’t understand the sentence. It was confusing.

Example 9: The word para (for) is added.
I:  Why did you put that word here?
C: There was a word missing. No one could understand it.

Type 6 (To be in agreement with the original story and/or previous knowl-
edge): The change is made to remain reliable to the original text or to be consistent 
with previous knowledge. Changes classified here refer to extra textual aspects, that 
is, the child compares the reproduced text with the original text and/or associates it 
with their knowledge of the world.

Example 10 The word tigre (tiger) is replaced with the word onça (jaguar).
I:  Why did you replace tiger with jaguar?
C:  Because the story had a jaguar and not a tiger. I have made a mistake. The two 

animals are similar. I got confused.

Example 11: The expression o espelho era de aumentar (the magnifying mirror) 
is added.
I:  Why did you add this part here?
C: I forgot to say that the mirror was magnifying, that it enlarged the size of the 
person’s face. And that was one very important thing that was missing. It said so in 
the story you read.

Example 12: The word casinha (little house) is replaced with gaiola (cage).
I:  Why did you replace that word with that other one?
C: Little house is odd.
I:  Odd? What do you mean?
C: Have you ever seen birds living in a little house? They live in cages.

The reasons children gave were analyzed by two independent judges, with 94% 
agreement. Disagreement cases were judged by a third judge, also independent, and 
the final classification was defined by the majority. The distribution of these types 
within each group of participants is presented in Table 5.3.

The Wilcoxon test revealed that in Group 1 (child as the reader), the reasons were 
equally concentrated on Type 5 (to be clear and precise: 36%) and on Type 6 (to be 
in agreement with the original story and/or previous knowledge: 30%), since they 
were more commonly found than the other types (p < 0.01), whose percentages did 
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Table 5.3 Percentage of types of reasons in each group

Types of reason

Group 1
(Child as the 
reader)
(n = 286)

Group 2
(Teacher as the 
reader)
(n = 318)

Type 1
(No explanation)

2.8 2.2

Type 2
(To ensure legibility)

8.4 12.9

Type 3
(To avoid repetition)

8.4 9.4

Type 4
(To write correctly)

14.3 35.2

Type 5
(To be clear)

36 21.4

Type 6
(To be in agreement with the original story or previous 
knowledge)

30 18.9

not significantly differ. In Group 2 (teacher as the reader), the reasons focused on 
Type 4 (to write correctly: 35.3%), which was significantly more frequent than the 
other types (p < 0.02). As shown by the percentages in Table 5.3, in Group 1, the 
reasons were of meaning, as the children showed concern to write clearly, according 
to the original text and their knowledge of the world. On the other hand, in Group 2, 
children were especially concerned about writing correctly.

According to Mann-Whitney U test, there were significant differences between 
groups in relation to the following: Type 4 (to write correctly), which was more 
observed among children in Group 2 (p < 0.01), and Type 5 (to be clear) and Type 6 
(to be in agreement with the original story and previous knowledge), which were 
more frequent in Group 1 (p < 0.05 and p < 0.02, respectively). No significant dif-
ferences were found between groups in relation to the other types. In general, the 
reasons given by children in Group 1 (child as the reader) were characterized as of 
meaning, while those given by children in Group 2 (teacher as the reader) were of 
form. These results reiterate those obtained in the previous analysis regarding the 
nature of the changes made by the participants, also demonstrating that they are able 
to justify the changes they make to their texts when revising them.

5.3.3  Change of Reader

Data discussed below refer to the third moment of the second session, when the 
participant was asked if they would make any other changes if their text was 
addressed to a different reader. Regardless of the response given, the child was 
asked to justify the reason for making or not making other changes to their text.
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It was observed that 90% of the participants in Group 1 (child as the reader) and 
75% in Group 2 (teacher as the reader) responded that they would make other 
changes, if the text were to be read by another reader (teacher or child, depending 
on the group of participants). These percentages indicate that, in fact, they had a 
sense of audience, being able to redirect the nature of the changes made due to the 
change of reader.

In Table 5.4 and in Table 5.5, there are passages from the interviews, showing the 
justifications of participants who said that they would not make changes and that 
they would make changes in their texts if there was a change of reader.

It was found that 94.4% of the participants in Group 1 (children as the reader) 
had said they would make changes, if the reader were now a teacher, reported that 
they would make changes of form (handwriting, punctuation, syntactic and spelling 
rules). On the other hand, 80% of the participants in Group 2 (teacher as the reader) 
had said they would make changes if the reader were now a child, reported that they 
would make changes of meaning.

In general, these findings suggest that regardless of the first or second manipula-
tion of the audience: if the reader was a child, the revision was marked by changes 
of meaning; and if the reader was a teacher, the revision was marked by changes of 
form. This indicates that when children redefine the audience, they change the 
nature of the changes they make to their texts; in other words, they revise according 
to the reader’s informational needs. For example, revising the text for the teacher 
requires making it spelled correctly, while revising the text for a child requires mak-
ing it more appropriate. Thus, dissatisfaction with the own text is not limited to 
correction but to the adequacy of the text for a reader of a given profile. This can be 
illustrated by examples in Table 5.5, where it is evident that, in general, revising the 
text that will be read by a teacher is necessary to write correctly because “She would 
want to see everything correctly written,” but it is not necessary to write in legible 
handwriting because “The teachers know how to read the students’ handwriting and 

Table 5.4 Examples of justifications given by the children who said that they would not change 
anything in their texts even if there was a change of reader

Interviewer: And if, now, instead of a child, 
your text were to be read by a teacher, would 
you make the same changes that you have 
made before or would you make different 
ones?

Interviewer: And if, now, instead of a teacher, 
your text were to be read by a child, would you 
make the same changes that you have made 
before or would you make different ones?

C: I would not change anything.
I: Why wouldn’t you change?
C: Because that’s good enough.

C: It would be the same, no need to change.
I: Why not?
C: I paid close attention and improved all the 
parts that weren’t good.

C: If there was everything that was said in the 
story that was read, then I wouldn’t change 
anything.
I: Why not?
C: Because everything was already there. I 
didn’t need to complete anything.

C: No need to change. I had already corrected 
everything.
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Table 5.5 Examples of justifications given by children who said they would make changes in their 
texts if the reader changed

Interviewer: And if, now, instead of a child, 
your text were to be read by a teacher, would 
you make the same changes that you have 
made before or would you make different 
ones?

Interviewer: And if, now, instead of a teacher, 
your text were to be read by a child, would you 
make the same changes that you have made 
before or would you make different ones?

Child: I would make different ones.
I: What changes would you make?
C: Well, I would make my writing more 
beautiful. I would also see if I hadn’t made any 
mistakes, like when using the plural of the 
words.
I: Why?
C: So that the teacher can see that I can write 
correctly.

C: I could add more words so that the boy 
could understand the story better. Because it 
could be a small child, you see? Then I’d have 
to explain the story really well.
I: And why wouldn’t you do that if a teacher 
was going to read your story?
C: Because the teacher is a grown up and you 
don’t need to explain a story to grown-ups. 
They know everything.

C: Then, I would correct everything to not have 
a wrong word, and wrong punctuation. I’m not 
good at punctuation.
I: But why would you do that?
C: Because a teacher would be reading my 
text. She would want to see everything right.

C: I think I had to write a really neat 
handwriting, with well-rounded handwriting.
I: Why?
C: So, the little child can read. If the letters are 
not neat, they won’t understand.
I: And why didn’t you think about that when 
your text was going to be read by a teacher?
C: It was not necessary. The teachers know 
how to read the students’ handwriting and then 
they read any handwriting, even when it’s not 
neat.

then they read any handwriting, even when it’s not neat.” On the other hand, revising 
a text that will be read by a child is necessary to add more information “...to explain 
the story really well” and make a readable handwriting because “If the letters are 
not neat, they won’t understand.”

These examples clearly illustrate the child’s concern to meet the informational 
needs of potential readers, making adjustments that meet the profile of each. The 
concern with neat handwriting, correct spelling, and correct grammar cannot abso-
lutely be considered lower-order aspects of their texts, as Rijlaarsdam et al. (2004) 
comment. In fact, according to the evidenced in this chapter, the importance attrib-
uted to these aspects by the writer seems to depend on the audience. Thus, when the 
potential reader of the text is a child, neat handwriting may be relevant, while cor-
rect spelling and correct grammar are not. On the other hand, when the potential 
reader is a teacher, these last two aspects become fundamental. It seems that the 
writer decides on whether a text is adequate or not from various dimensions, includ-
ing the audience.
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5.4  General Discussion

The main conclusion from this study is that in addition to the crucial aspects men-
tioned by Fritzgerald (1987) – how much revision occurs, when revision occurs and 
what kinds of revisions are made, the reader to whom the text is addressed also 
appears as an equally relevant instance. The sense of audience demonstrated by the 
children who participated in this research shows that the reader to whom the written 
text is intended has a fundamental role in the revision operations (addition, deletion, 
substitution, and rearrangement), in the nature of the changes (form and meaning), 
and in the reasons justifying the changes made.

The sense of audience was observed both on the occasion of the revision carried 
out in the first session and on the subsequent occasion when participants were asked 
to consider the possibility of another reader with a different profile from the first 
one. The responses and justifications offered revealed that young children are able 
to redirect the changes made to meet the needs and expectations of the reader for 
whom the text is intended. To expand our knowledge on this topic, future research 
could examine the sense of audience in children with other profiles, for example, 
autistic children who tend to have limitations in relation to their interaction and 
perception of the other. Could this limitation have an impact on the ability to adopt 
the audience perspective when revising their texts?

It is worth mentioning the fact that the sense of audience expresses a cognitive 
acquisition of great relevance recognized for a long time by several scholars, which 
is role-taking (Flavell et al., 1968). With regard specifically to the development of 
writing, this acquisition enables the individual to put themselves in the place of 
another and seek to meet the informational needs of the reader to whom the text is 
addressed.

The relevance of the sense of audience remains to date, even with the technologi-
cal advances that have characterized the new contexts of writing. Rijlaarsdam et al. 
(2012) make a broad and challenging discussion about writing in current times, 
emphasizing the theoretical and applied implications generated by technology. 
According to the authors, technology changes the concept of text and affects pro-
duction systems: a text starts to involve more than a linear sequence of words and 
sentences, and writing is no longer produced primarily by handwriting. Despite the 
transformations generated by technology, the sense of audience continues to play a 
fundamental role in writing texts.

The second conclusion, equally relevant, is that children are able to explain the 
reasons that served as the basis for the changes they make in their texts, corroborat-
ing what was observed by Dix (2006) and Spinillo (2015a). Underlying these rea-
sons are the points mentioned by Gelderen and Oostdam (2004) about what the 
writer seeks to address when revising their texts: the relations between form and 
meaning that permeate the relations between the intended text and the text actually 
written.

In terms of future research, both a sense of the audience and the reasons for mak-
ing changes to the text are aspects that deserve to be investigated in relation to other 
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genres, such as argumentative texts. In view of this, it would be interesting to know 
what changes the writer would make (and the reasons for them) if the reader were 
someone who shared or not the same point of view regarding a certain topic dealt 
with in an argumentative text. As highlighted in previous studies on persuasive 
texts, it is especially important considering the perspective of the audience in order 
to present convincing arguments (Midgette et al., 2008).

If revising is a recursive action that requires the writer to take the writing as an 
object of reflection and analysis, performing a metalinguistic activity on the text 
(Butterfield et al., 1996; Camps & Milian, 2000; Galbraith & Torrance, 2004); in 
turn, explaining the reasons that led them to change something in their text is a 
metacognitive activity in which their own thinking3 is the object of reflection. In 
other words, when asked to explain the reasons for the changes made, children 
become aware of their way of reasoning. This ability is an important cognitive 
acquisition present in other linguistic knowledge, such as the inferential process 
involved in text comprehension, as observed in studies in which children were asked 
to explain the bases of their inferences during text comprehension (Spinillo, 2008, 
2011, 2022).

5.5  Final Remarks

To conclude, some points are addressed in this final section of the chapter. One 
refers to the social nature of writing, another to methodological issues in research 
on textual revision with children, and another to educational implications.

Writing is both cognitive and social process, so that these two instances should 
be treated as complementary rather than competing. Besides involving several gen-
eral (attention, memory, etc.) and specific cognitive processes, such as those associ-
ated with text revision (compare, diagnose, and operate), writing has communicative 
purposes. Based on data obtained in the research described above, it is possible to 
illustrate the social nature of writing through the role of the audience in the textual 
revision, in this case, the reader to whom the text was addressed.

Graham (2018), when presenting the new version of the writer(s)-within- 
community model, places a great emphasis on communication, highlighting the 
importance of the interlocutor and the role of reader in writing texts. For him, 
authors always write to someone (just to themselves or imagined readers) so that 
readers serve as an audience for the resulting product. When taking the interlocutor 
into account, and thus to meet the reader’s perspective, it is necessary to consider 
what one wants to write (the intended text) and the text that was actually written so 
far. Coordinating these aspects – communicative intent, written text, and the read-
er’s perspective – is a socio-cognitive accomplishment (Galbraith & Rijlaarsdam, 
1999; Holliway & McCutchen, 2004). Thus, there seems to be some planning on the 

3 For more on metacognition, see Flavell (1979).
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part of the writer when making changes to their text to meet these communicative 
goals or to solve a problem identified in the text (Hayes, 2012). Planning to meet the 
reader’s perspective was an activity observed in the study carried out when the child 
made other types of changes in their text due to the fact that the reader had been 
modified.

From a methodological point of view, some characteristics of the procedures 
adopted in this study deserve to be discussed: the use of text reproduction, the 
request for justifications about the changes made, and the manipulation of the 
audience.

Written reproduction is a methodological resource of great relevance in research 
on textual revision. Textual revision requires dealing with two texts simultaneously: 
comparing the text actually produced (or in progress) with the intended text (the one 
in mind to be written). It can be said that the text serving as the basis for the repro-
duction corresponds to the intended text. Thus, reproduction materializes the 
intended text, making it more evident to the writer, who can identify the discrepan-
cies and distance between it and what was actually produced and make the neces-
sary changes to make the written text the expression of the intended text. Besides 
being a methodological resource addressing a question of a conceptual nature, the 
reproduction guarantees greater control of the writing situation, since it provides the 
same stimulus for all participants.

To deepen our understanding of revision, new procedures might be explored to 
investigate other facets of this phenomenon. For example, besides investigating how 
much revision occurs, when revision occurs and what kinds of revisions are made, 
it is equally important to know why revisions are made. As previously mentioned, 
the reasons that lead the writer to make changes to their texts can be inferred from 
the actions performed on the text. However, this form of investigation can lead to 
mistakes, since the same revision operation can have different objectives, which 
would not be identified through observation. Thus, a more appropriate methodolog-
ical procedure would be to ask the writer directly the reason that led them to make 
a given change. The responses given, as observed in the research described in this 
chapter, revealed the different types of reasons that guide the writer’s decisions 
about the changes made in their text. This procedure, although of great relevance, 
has rarely been used either in investigative situations or in instructional situations. It 
is worth emphasizing here that thinking about the reasons that justify the changes 
the writer make in their texts is a metacognitive activity that can have a positive 
impact on the textual revision process.

Another aspect also related to methodological procedures adopted in the research 
described above refers to the second manipulation of the audience. This second 
manipulation, showed, in a striking way, the child’s ability to consider the audience 
when revising their text. This capacity and the way it is configured need to be 
explored in greater depth in research that allows generalizations to be established 
from comparisons of findings across tasks, task conditions, and writers’ character-
istics (Rijlaarsdam et al., 2004).

The third remark refers to educational implications derived from data obtained 
from this investigation and from discussions about textual revision. In this regard, 
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Rijlaarsdam et al. (2004) raise a relevant question: What role can be played by revi-
sion activities in writing instruction? According to the authors, writing depends on 
a wide variety of factors (and their combinations), so writing instruction is complex, 
and it is difficult to identify which factor contributes most to the quality of a text. 
Although revision is a key element in this process, the relationships between changes 
made to the text and the quality of the final version produced have not yet been 
clearly demonstrated, as observed in research that focuses on teaching revision 
strategies. According to López et al. (2021), teaching revision strategies alone is not 
enough to generate a positive impact on the quality of texts. According to these 
authors, in order to be effective, teaching revision strategies should be combined 
with teaching students to have clear and explicit goals for their text and to think of 
them as being written for others. In other words, teaching should promote situations 
that could help students to take their readers’ perspective (Rijlaarsdam et al., 2009). 
This could be done in several ways, for example, creating didactic situations in 
which students would be: (i) readers of other students’ texts (see Moore & 
MacArthur, 2012; Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2007); (ii) encouraged to observe readers 
trying to understand the authors’ text (Lumbelli et al., 1999); (iii) encouraged to 
raise their awareness of who are their readers and what their readers need to know; 
and (iv) directed to think about how this awareness affects how they revise their text. 
In general, it is necessary to promote authentic purposes and audiences when writ-
ing in the school context, creating situations in which the revision is triggered by the 
discovery of opportunities for text improvement (and suitable for the reader) other 
than correction of text flaws (Hayes, 2004; Myhill & Jones, 2007). Besides seeking 
to develop the sense of audience in students, it would be interesting to lead them to 
reflect on the reasons adopted when making changes to their texts, depending on the 
reader to whom the text is intended.

In conclusion, both instructional situations in the school context and situations in 
the research context have to consider several points about textual revision carried 
out by beginning writers: What are the changes they made? How many changes do 
they make? Where these changes occur in the text? When do these changes occur? 
To whom do they intend to write? And why do they make changes? It seems that 
there are many questions to be elucidated, questions that are too important to be 
neglected if we want to expand our knowledge about textual revision in children.
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Chapter 6
The Effect of Low-Level Writing Process 
on Written Narrative Textual Competence 
in Kindergarten and Primary School 
Children

Giuliana Pinto , Lucia Bigozzi , and Giulia Vettori 

6.1  Introduction

This chapter will examine what consequences the acquisition of orthographic com-
petence, from its emergence to its mastery, exerts on the quality of written text in the 
period from preschool to the end of primary school. To address this issue, we have 
focused on a specific type of text, narratives, a textual genre present early in the lives 
of children in all cultures and languages, appropriate to both oral and written form, 
maintained throughout life.

The importance of writing for child development can hardly be underestimated. 
Writing is an essential tool of thinking and relation with the surrounding world 
(Vygotskij, 1962); it transforms spoken language into an object of thought and 
reflection (Ong, 1982) and the development of writing requires “conscious persis-
tence, flexibility, and high-level thinking ability” Graham (1982, p. 2). The mastery 
of written language is a prerequisite for participating in the literate community 
(Tolchinsky & Sole, 2009), mostly in the school setting, where it is an important 
medium for thought and recording concepts, an essential medium for study and 
learning, through which the latter is assessed.

The focus of this chapter is on how children’s writing skills (orthographic com-
petence and narrative text skills) develop and interact during early and middle child-
hood, as the child reorganizes prior writing systems to accomplish a variety of 
written tasks. Writing is conceptualized here as a dynamic process that proceeds in 
phases, consistent with models of dynamical change, in which new goals are accom-
plished in new ways. In the first part of the chapter, an overview of representative 
models of writing is provided. Previous models of writing have been proposed to 
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define which components contribute to writing development and the relationships 
between its components. We will particularly highlight the implications of models 
regarding the pattern of relationships between orthographic skills and narrative text 
composition skills, over the course of development.

Then, representative research findings are reviewed, documenting both the pat-
tern of development of children’s oral and written narrative skills and the pattern of 
relations between lower- and higher-level writing skills in the transition from pre- 
school to primary school and across primary school years.

Since the seminal model of Hayes and Flower (1980), it has been known that 
writing is a complex task  for children, because a large number of language and 
cognitive skills are involved as shown by prominent models of writing, such as the 
Simple View of Writing and the Not-so-Simple View of Writing. According to the 
Simple View of Writing, writing is a product of two necessary skills, transcription 
and text generation (Berninger et al., 2002; Juel et al., 1986). The Not-so-Simple 
View of Writing expanded the Simple View of Writing by adding executive func-
tion,  and self-regulatory processes, and the central role of working memory 
(Berninger & Amtmann, 2003; Berninger & Winn, 2006).

6.2  Low-Level Processes of Writing: Transcription

Researchers are deeply engaged in studying how children learn to write and the 
development of written skills. As we already know, novice writers are mainly 
engaged in mastering handwriting and transcription skills, the so-called lower-level 
processes in Hayes’ (2012) model. It is generally assumed that lower-level pro-
cesses, such as lexical access (McCutchen & Crain-Thoreson, 1994), typing (Alvès 
et al., 2007), and shaping of letters in handwriting (Berninger et al., 1994; Longcamp 
et al., 2008), all take place during Hayes and Flower’s (1980) transcription phase. 
The acquisition of transcription can be described as the progressive mastery of such 
skills, starting from the beginning of the exposure to an alphabetized environment 
and which is consolidated in the course of formalized teaching of specific writing 
systems, with their distinct choice of habit and conventionality. The cognitive 
demands of a given component are highly dependent on how automatized the com-
ponent is, thus higher cognitive demanda at the emergence and first acquisition of 
formalized transcription  skills, lower cognitive demanda  as the child becomes 
familiar with the sound-sign correspondence system and the spelling system. From 
an educational perspective, the first stage can be identified as the period from kin-
dergarten till the end of the second year of primary school, while the second stage 
extends to the end of primary school, when this spelling competence it is expected 
to be automated. Timing and the successes and failures in acquiring spelling com-
petence vary across studies, highlighting the need to pay attention to the nature of 
the language system. Most studies rely on English-speaking children learning an 
alphabetic and opaque writing system (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Whitehurst & 
Lonigan, 1998), while the stages of writing acquisition in languages with more 
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transparent orthography, such as Italian, are less studied and even less studied are 
nonalphabetic, syllabic, or ideographic writing systems (Vettori et al., 2022a).

6.3  High-Level Writing Processes: Text Writing

Text production is a complex activity that involves several cognitive processes: the 
so-called high-level processes (Hayes & Flower, 1980). According to the most 
shared models of writing (Berninger et  al., 1994; Swanson & Berninger, 1996), 
when composing texts, writers are engaged in the generation and evaluation of ideas 
to be communicated, in the transposition of these in written language by observing 
grammatical, and in the spelling rules that the specific language system requires 
(Graham & Harris, 2006; Kellogg, 1996). Hayes (2012) suggested the importance of 
considering the active role of writers as self-regulators of their own processes such 
as reviewing and editing processes. Furthermore, the higher-level processes con-
verged under the heading of executive functions and working memory. Following 
empirical evidence, a developmental trend was shown passing through a knowledge- 
telling approach to a knowledge-transforming approach, which means directing the 
composition of text through our own goals, which need to be reached (Bereiter & 
Scardamalia, 1987). The metacognitive level is thought to be more suited to advanced 
and expert writers than to beginning writers, who are still tackling the low-level 
components. This developmental passage means that primarily children need to pro-
ficiently develop the lower-level transcription skills (spelling and handwriting) to 
progressively free working memory resources in favor of higher-level cognitive pro-
cesses (Berninger et al., 1992; Graham & Harris, 2000; McCutchen, 1996).

6.4  Relationships Between High- and Low-Level Production 
Processes in Written Composition

Of particular interest are the models of writing that include the relations between the 
different components of writing. In the model by Berninger and Swanson (1994; 
Berninger, 2000), which adapted the model by Hayes and Flower’s to beginning 
writers, writing is the product of transcription (e.g., spelling accuracy and writing 
fluency), text generation (translation of ideas into language), and executive pro-
cesses (e.g., self-regulation and attention). The process develops through a dynamic 
working memory with direct links to long- and short-term memory. According to 
this perspective, both lower- and higher-level processing skills are carried out syn-
chronically in text production, and the different subprocesses are rarely performed 
as discrete, deliberate steps but typically occur as multiple, iterative cycles (Graham 
et al., 2002; Kellogg, 1996). Scholars converge in suggesting that the demands of 
high-level composition processes, including planning, language generation, and 
reviewing, must be juggled with those of low-level motor transcription (Fayol et al., 
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1999; Flower & Hayes, 1980; Kellogg, 1996; Torrance & Jeffery, 1999). The high- 
level processes of planning, sentence generation, and reviewing demand substantial 
resources (Kellogg, 1988), but even low-level motor transcription is demanding in 
children for whom handwriting is not yet automatic, and coordination of access to 
these limited resources appears to be a central problem in composition (McCutchen, 
1996). Researchers agree in considering the mastery of transcription skills particu-
larly challenging for young children engaged in translating their ideas into text 
(Graham & Harris, 2000; Graham et al., 1997). Research findings have shown that 
not only high-level cognitive executive functions but also low-level executive func-
tions contribute to writing development across the first four grades of primary 
school (Altemeier et al. 2008).

The models on writing so far converged in the definition of the cognitive and 
language components. Also, models converged in emphasizing the relation between 
low-and-high level skills, which underpin writing texts. The influence of proximal 
and distal factors with respect to an individual in shaping the writing development 
is still to be explored in-depth. Proximal factors might include, among others, the 
nature of the transcription system adopted, the variety of writing functions and tasks 
taken into consideration, and the quality of the educational and school system within 
which literacy is taught. Distal factors might include the morphological and struc-
tural specificities of different languages, the linguistic competence level shown by 
the children, their family socio-economic status, and home literacy environment and 
practices (Bigozzi et al., 2023).

Despite about 40 years of research, our understanding of the dynamics of how 
transcription and text composition interact still remains rather limited. In particular, 
suggestions inferred from the major models on the effect of the transition from oral-
ity to writing in the construction of written narrative texts, and namely, the influence 
of transcription skills on the textual quality of narratives, the topic we are interested 
in here, can open up to multiple interpretations. From one point of view, one might 
think that it is oral narrative competence that exerts a “causal" and predictive effect 
on written narrative, considering the diachrony whereby oral narrative is temporally 
prior to the written form. From this perspective, the act of writing would constitute 
a filter between the mental narrative project and the narrative product, potentially 
hindering it.

One might, on the other hand, expect that the act of writing (and the broader 
process of literacy that underlies it) would retroact favorably on the mental model 
from which the narrative flows. Indeed, it is well-known that accessing reading and 
writing has important cognitive consequences: and those who are literate not only 
speak differently but also think differently, with a strengthening of logical- deductive 
thinking, abstract thinking, memory, metacognition, and a different weight on work-
ing memory. The retroaction of writing on thought might manifest when writing is 
mastered. The challenge of developing an adequate cognitive theory of text produc-
tion to describe how the various inputs into the writing system are processed in 
order to result in a mental coherent representation is still here text (Wengelin 
et al., 2009).
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6.5  What Research Tells Us

In the course of the following part of the chapter, we aim to account for the 
recent research that can help clarify the state of the art in this research field, 
bringing empirical evidence to support one or the other line of interpretation. 
The research projects referred to here focus on how the acquisition of the 
transcription level of writing interacts with the high-level process of compos-
ing narrative written texts, in children at school. The research projects we are 
going to describe present some specific and novel features. On the method-
ological side, they are mainly conducted with a longitudinal design, thus 
appropriate to account for the developmental trend of the skills investigated; 
they are also cohort research projects, that is, they follow groups of the popu-
lation studied sampled in successive years. Moreover, in these research proj-
ects, the textual product is collected simultaneously and systematically 
compared in the two modes of production, oral and written. From the theoreti-
cal point of view, they assume a definition of literacy and writing development 
as a continuum with roots in the early years by including among the transcrip-
tion skills the early under-considered stage of emergent writing found in pre-
school years, before the formal teaching of writing and reading takes place. To 
explore the effect of writing on textuality, research projects address narrative 
text, a genre significantly present in cognitive-linguistic and communicative 
experiences from the earliest years of a child’s life and suitable for construc-
tion in the two channels, orality and writing. Through narratives, children 
construct and understand the world around them and their living experiences. 
The sense of telling is strictly connected with relating children’s conceptions 
of events into words to be combined into meaningful mental representation 
with the aim of being communicated (Bruner, 1990; Nelson & Van Meter, 
2007). Through the construction of a story, children can exert their symbolic 
function to represent reality and their internal experience of reality 
(Georgakopoulou, 2006); this is a textual genre pervasive across cultures and 
across languages. In the educational context, it is a text that occurs in both oral 
and written form, thus allowing for a timely intra-subject comparison of pro-
ductions produced in different codes, oral and written. The narrative text is the 
subject of systematic and consensual evaluation criteria. The use of decontex-
tualized language allows one to think and reflect upon experiences that are not 
immediately accessible and to convey meaning through linguistic devices 
(e.g., syntax, vocabulary) and metalinguistic aspects (e.g., structure, coher-
ence). Last but not least, the sensitivity of narrative text to variations in com-
municative context conditions is extensively documented (Pinto et al., 2018a, 
b; Spinillo & Almeida, 2014; Spinillo & Pinto, 1994).
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6.6  Low-Level Writing Ability and Textual Competence 
in Emergent Literacy

The first research perspective focuses on the relationship between writing and com-
position of narrative texts in the course of emergent literacy and is related to a view 
that considers literacy as a developmental continuum deeply rooted in the life of the 
child, rather than considering primary school as the starting point of becoming liter-
ate. Studies in the field of the construct of emergent literacy have permitted identi-
fication of the wide range of skills and knowledge that children possess before 
entering first grade, considered to be the antecedents of children’s literacy develop-
ment (Lonigan et  al., 2000). According to this view, the child’s first attempts at 
writing appear before the formalised teaching of writing and take the form of activi-
ties of exploration, discovery and ‘invention’ of the relationships between oral and 
written language (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1982). Writing development starts when 
the child first leaves a visible mark with a writing tool on the external environment 
(Gibson & Levin, 1975). The hand’s manipulation of writing tools to produce writ-
ing continues to develop in predictable phases that proceed from random scribbling 
to imitating horizontal and vertical strokes and then diagonals and circles and other 
simple shapes, to invent and imitate lines in various orientations and simple shapes.

6.7  Narratives in Emergent Literacy

The perspective of emergent literacy (Sulzby & Teale, 1991) plays a significant role 
in the study of the development of narrative competence, in which it configures a 
bridging ability between oral and written language. The practice of constructing and 
communicating a story is deeply rooted in the experiences of children from the 
earliest days of life (Bamberg, 2016). Children from 3 to 5 years old, before formal 
instruction in primary schools, start to construct a tacit knowledge about narrative 
structure and produce stories through oral language (Laughton & Morris, 1989; 
Montague et al., 1990). From a developmental perspective, a growing improvement 
of oral narrative competence has been observed in the literature: if already at around 
3–4  years old, children are able to arrange and describe some action sequences 
(Bamberg, 2006); later, at around 5 years old, children enrich their stories with con-
stituents and produce longer stories (Damico & Ball, 2008; Pinto et al., 2009).

Very few studies involved in the field of emergent literacy enlighten the relation-
ship between the ability to write and the textual competence in the model of emer-
gent literacy (Hall et al., 2015).

In a large cohort research, which studied longitudinally literacy abilities of 
around two thousand Italian children, a research team based at the University of 
Florence (Italy) followed the same children from preschool (around age of 5) until 
the end of the fourth grade of primary school (5-year follow-up). In Italy, formal 
schooling begins when children are 6 years old, and about 95% of children from 3 
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to 5 years old attend preschool, in which activities involving phonological aware-
ness, linguistic games, exploring notational systems, and the use of listening and 
storytelling are widespread and daily practices. The data collected included indica-
tors of the constituent skills of the emergent literacy construct theorized by Lonigan 
et al. (2000). In the following section, the tasks used to measure writing skills in 
children will be described.

6.7.1  Measuring “Writing Before Writing”

In these studies, writing skill was defined as “the ability to invent signs” (even those 
not yet conventional) that obey the rules of alphabetic writing (sound-sign corre-
spondence, numerosity, recurrence, etc.). This task measures children’s knowledge 
of concepts, such as words, word boundaries, word morphology, directionality of 
print, and their functioning in written language (adapted from Ferreiro & Teberosky, 
1979/1982). Each child was asked to “write as he/she knows" and to “tell what he/
she wrote following with a finger"; three different sets of items were given by the 
experimenter. The Phonological Integration and Sign-Sound scale analyses chil-
dren’s conceptual knowledge of the morphology of graphic signs (how similar the 
graphic signs produced by children are to conventional letters), the numerical 
sound-sign correspondence (the relationship between sound and sign), and the 
orthographic variation of phonological units (Pinto et al., 2011; Pinto et al., 2018; 
Cameron et al., 2020; Incognito et al., 2021).

6.7.2  Measuring “Narrative Competence”

To capture children’s textual ability, different measures were used. Structure is char-
acterized by the presence of components of a story (Spinillo & Pinto, 1994; Pinto 
et al., 2009, 2015): (1) title, (2) conventionalized narrative opening, (3) characters, 
(4) setting, (5) problem, (6) central event, (7) resolution, and (8) conventionalized 
narrative closing. These resulting levels were:

• First level (no narrative): Simple description or list of events, objects, or facts;
• Second level (sketch narrative): opening, setting, character(s), conclusion or 

opening, sketch of the problem, and resolution
• Third level (incomplete narrative): opening, character(s), problem, and resolution
• Fourth level (essential narrative): opening, character(s), problem, central event, 

and resolution;
• Fifth level (complete narrative): title, opening, character(s), setting, problem, 

central event, resolution, and narrative closing.

Cohesion, which assures links between sentences (Halliday & Hasan, 1976), 
helps to unite the individual sentences with linguistic modalities (connectives, 
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Fig. 6.1 Example 1: Story written by Y at 7 years at the early phase of learning to write with mis-
spellings highlighted in orange

pronouns etc.) and allows the text to acquire a unity of meaning. Finally, coher-
ence derived from the number of incoherencies between sentences in children’s 
narratives, proportional to the total number of sentences (Shapiro & 
Hudson, 1991).

After analyzing the whole corpus of data, Pinto et al. (2008, 2009) developed 
an emergent literacy model for the Italian language (see Fig. 6.1) that highlights 
the relationships between emergent writing skills in preschool children, consist-
ing of three factors correlated each other: phonological (rhyme, alliteration), tex-
tual (structure, cohesion, coherence), and notational competence (conceptual 
knowledge of orthographic notation) (Pinto et al., 2009). The results provide an 
emergent literacy model for the Italian language context including three key com-
petences in kindergartners: phonological competence, conceptual knowledge of 
writing system and textual competence, as well as the significant interrelations 
between them. The importance of phonological competence, such as the child’s 
ability to detect sound units in language flow and to intentionally handle them in 
tasks like rhyme identification and single-sound identification, widely acknowl-
edged in opaque orthography (Lonigan et al., 2000), is confirmed for a more trans-
parent orthography. A further key competence is children’s conceptual knowledge 
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of the writing system indicating the availability in their memory of the ortho-
graphic representation of the letters of a word and they are able to write them on 
a sheet of paper. This is a particularly important competence in kindergartners 
learning a transparent language like Italian, where there is a quite univocal cor-
respondence between sound and sign. Finally, kindergartners’ textual competence 
is the third key competence in the emergent literacy model, highlighting the 
importance of a child’s ability to go beyond the single meaning unit transmitted 
by the word to construct a relationship network among words that are in the nar-
rative text. Correlations between the three key competences of the emergent lit-
eracy model support the conceptualization of emergent literacy as a complex 
relation system between different domains, oral language, specific patterns of 
written language, and textual genre knowledge. From this model, it is clear that 
notational and textual skills concur in the overall construct of emergent literacy 
but do not exhaust each other, contributing to it with different portions of explained 
variance. Orally telling a story and grappling with the discovery of writing appear 
so far to be two related but not overlapping skills.

6.7.3  Lower-Level Writing Skills and Textual Narrative 
Competence in the Novice Writer

The second set of research projects longitudinally investigated the relationships 
between early writing skills (emergent writing) and narrative text composition 
skills (oral narratives), measured in preschool children, and their later instrumen-
tal writing skills (transcription) and narrative text composition skills, measured in 
both oral and written form, in the early primary school period. The described 
research, longitudinal and predictive in design, intertwined the oral narrative pro-
ductions produced by children in kindergarten and during the first 2 years of pri-
mary school with their written narrative productions and their instrumental writing 
skills. To shed light on the specific change that writing brings to the drafting of 
narrative texts, we will refer to the studies that have a specific research design: 
that is, that have compared the narratives offered by children in the two modes, 
oral and written, during the different stages of literacy (emergent vs. novice writ-
ers, novice vs. expert writers). Although the contribution of oral language skills in 
underpinning the development of written language has been pointed out (Dockrell 
et  al., 2009), especially in considering the early stages of learning to write, 
research in this direction is rather scarce. Actually, a clear picture of the relation-
ships between narrative competence across oral and written language is lacking, 
because oral and written narrative development in the vast majority has been stud-
ied in a separate way.
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6.8  Starting Formalized Literacy: Novice Writers

At the onset of formal, compulsory schooling, around the age of six, an important 
change occurs, due to exposure to a deliberate systematic teaching of writing. An 
important educational goal is to acquire a proper domain of instrumental writing, 
and this requires the development of a complex variety of skills (Struthers et al., 
2013) and their gradual control: the activation and coordination of orthographic, 
graph-motor, and several linguistic skills, including, but not limited to, semantics, 
syntax, spelling, and writing conventions (Singer & Bashir, 2004). According to 
Frith (1985), the learning process of writing starts with the use of the phoneme- 
grapheme conversion mechanism. While children are learning to read in the first 
year of primary education, they decode words by making a correspondence between 
one sign and its sounds utilizing the sub-lexical route (Coltheart & Rastle, 1994; 
Coltheart, 2000). The coding of the word by the sub-lexical route is based on 
phonological- to-orthographic conversion rules (Patterson, 1986; Tainturier et  al., 
2000), and this takes place through three consequent operations: (1) its segmenta-
tion into the individual phonemes, (2) the association between each phoneme and 
the corresponding grapheme, and (3) the production of the word using an ortho-
graphic form.

In the early stages, children are mainly engaged in orthographic coding tasks; 
therefore, low-level processes are implemented, including also the representation 
and the recalling of graphemes from memory, phonological coding skills, and 
knowledge of syntactic structures. Children learn to integrate developing motor 
skills by hand with visible language in the form of conventional alphabet letters, 
which have names and can be associated with and stand for the sounds in spoken 
words. The child becomes able to trace over letter forms and write the whole alpha-
bet from memory (or connect sound and sign on a regular basis (Berninger 
et al., 2006).

6.9  To Tell a Story, To Write It: The Bridge Between Oral 
and Written Language

First and second graders start to produce text including words, phrases, clauses, and 
sentences. Children are taught to select and organize the content, in accordance with 
a comprehensive plan of the text, putting it in written form. The texts in which chil-
dren initially engage are mainly narrative, because they are the most experimented 
with and related to their extensive experience with this genre from a very early age 
(Sulzby, 1985). At the same time, narrative competence flows in the written lan-
guage and text level. Narrative skills imply the capacity to overcome the single 
meaning of a few words to construct a “weaving" of meanings (Kintsch, 1988; 
Levelt, 1989). Subsequently, children hold a wealth of knowledge about the use of 
language in a complex and creative way, as narratives, alongside the rules of this 
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specific textual genre, and the use of decontextualized language. Deeply rooted in 
their oral language, children are now asked to frequently use written language in 
producing narratives. The research described here, therefore, shows both the devel-
opment of the individual components of writing (low and high level) and narrative 
skills and the predictive intertwining between them. Studies carried out so far have 
considered narratives and their development within the same means of expression, 
oral or written as a consequence, we know little about the transition from oral to 
written code, about what happens to the child’s narrative ability when changing 
means of expression.

In the set of research projects reported here, kindergartners were followed longi-
tudinally until entering the first grade of primary school. In kindergarten, children 
performed an oral story production task, and later, in first grade, the same children 
performed a written story production task. As previously described, narratives were 
evaluated in terms of structure, cohesion, and consistency. The written narrative 
texts in primary school were also codified in terms of orthographic errors to assess 
children’s spelling competence.

6.9.1  Measuring Transcription Ability

Two tasks (standardized dictation and written narrative) were used to measure chil-
dren’s spelling skills. The paper-and-pencil text dictation was performed individu-
ally by children in a collective session in the classroom during school time. The 
dictation task was taken from the Battery for the Evaluation of Writing and 
Orthographic Competence in Primary School (BVSCO), standardized for the Italian 
population. Text dictation allows one to analyze children’s writing skills within an 
ecological setting provided by the semantic context. Furthermore, previous studies 
show that children’s orthographic skills are stable across writing tasks even though 
they may involve different cognitive processes. The appropriate dictation text was 
used according to the grade. The children listened to a recorded text, and each child 
had to write down the text. Written narrative texts produced by children were also 
codified for orthographic errors, identified on the basis of the classification of ortho-
graphic errors proposed by Pinto et al. (2012).

6.10  The Development of Narrative Textual Competence 
Across Oral and Written Language in the Transition

The results from Pinto et al. (2009) showed significant relations between the three 
key competences of the emergent literacy model and writing skills in primary school 
children. In particular, kindergartners’ conceptual knowledge of the writing system 
stands out for the significant predictive value with respect to later emergent writing 
abilities.
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The phonological competence predicted fluency in number writing and correct-
ness in nonword dictation. The textual competence factor does not predict any of the 
emergent writing abilities (word writing); rather, textual competence shows a suc-
cessive influence on children’s improvement in text writing abilities. Children’s nar-
rative competence improved over the years. Kindergartners’ ability to tell stories 
with a high level of structure, cohesion, and consistency predicts the subsequent 
ability to write stories with the same qualities in primary school (Bigozzi & 
Vettori, 2016).

Beyond direct effects among key competences of emergent literacy and later 
writing abilities, a further study showed indirect relations between oral (kindergar-
ten) and textual written competence (first and second grade in primary school) 
mediated by spelling skills. In a 3-year longitudinal study, Pinto et al. (2015) inves-
tigated the predictive relationship between kindergarten oral narrative competence 
and first- and second-grade written narrative competence, taking into account spell-
ing skills. One hundred and nine Italian kindergartners produced an oral narrative, 
whereas in the first and second grade of primary school, they produced a written 
narrative, and their orthographic competence in first grade was assessed via a dicta-
tion task. The results showed that kindergartners’ oral narrative competence affected 
the first- and second-grade written narrative competence via a mediational effect of 
orthographic competence (see Example 1 in Fig. 6.1).

Translation of Example 1: A long time ago, there was a castle with a dragon and 
a princess and also a fairy called Stella. One day, an ogre arrived at the castle and 
wanted to kidnap the princess, but fortunately the dragon breathed its fire and saved 
the princess.

The pattern of relationships between writing and storytelling outlined for emer-
gent literacy took on a new light when the effects of writing were sought in the 
transition between emergent literacy and early formalized literacy. The results gave 
empirical support to the hypothesis that emergent literacy abilities can be used to 
predict the acquisition of formal writing in primary school, with direct and indirect 
effects. As expected, invented writing predicts spelling, for children learning a 
transparent writing system (Pinto et al., 2009, 2015), and oral narrative ability pre-
dicts written narrative ability. Less expected is the result about the effect of writing 
transcription ability on written narrative textual quality.

Initial writing impacts the quality of narrative text only in children with severe 
difficulties. Their text turns out worse probably because, using the metaphor of 
Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987), they use a knowledge-telling approach, able to 
minimize the cognitive loading of other processes (planning, monitoring, and evalu-
ating) when writing. This result agrees with what emerged in other studies; hand-
writing or spelling skill difficulties may contribute to disrupting text construction 
processes, due to the high cognitive loading (Graham & Harris, 1996). This rela-
tionship is particularly evident in opaque orthographies, such as English, since 
young writers are often challenged by spelling (Dockrell et al., 2015), less so in our 
case, where transparent writing keeps down the number of children with severe 
spelling difficulties. In this first period of schooling, writing instruction directs their 
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attention and effort in underpinning children’s automaticity of transcription skills. It 
is expected that, in more advanced school grades, children master handwriting and 
transcription skills and they become more proficient in expressing their ideas and 
mental models in texts.

The mastery of writing at the level of transcription reduces the load of atten-
tion and memory and allows the child to devote him/herself to the generation of 
ideas and the text’s construction (Babayigit & Stainthorp, 2011). However, as 
argued by Swanson and Berninger (1996), in the early stages of writing devel-
opment, orthographic coding constrains the production of written symbols. 
McCutchen (1996) proposed that the act of transforming the word that the writer 
wants to say into written symbols is so demanding for children that they mini-
mize the use of other processes, such as planning and revising. Those children 
who have not yet mastered the mechanics of writing show a greater difficulty in 
accessing the higher order skill, with consequent worse performance (Graham 
& Harris, 2000).

6.11  Lower-Level Writing Skills and Textual Narrative 
Competence in Expert Writers

The third set of research projects documents the developmental pattern of early 
writing skills, oral and written narrative skills, and the pattern of their relationships 
in the period when transcription skills should become consolidated and automated.

6.11.1  Progress in Spelling

Age-related improvements were detected in writing development. The most evident 
development was most clearly seen during preschool and early school years. In any 
case, general agreement is reached in considering the period between the age of 8 
and the age of 11 as interested by gains in writing. At this age, children attending 
third to fifth primary school grades are expected to start using the semantic lexical 
route. The lexical route relies on accessing word specific memory; it utilizes word- 
specific knowledge to determine the corresponding translation. In this case, the 
word’s orthographic representation is recalled from the lexical memory, and it is 
immediately available also in the phonological form and semantic value (the mean-
ing that the word refers to) (Coltheart et al., 2001).

Later, when these processes are automated, the child is able to move his/her cog-
nitive resources to the high-level processes, such as planning, production, and revi-
sion (Swanson & Berninger, 1996). It is expected that gradually the child conveys 
the instrumental skills of writing at the service of textuality.
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6.11.2  Progress in Writing Narrative Text

An expert writer should be able to work simultaneously on different levels of text 
processing, and his/her awareness of narrative structure facilitates the process of 
planning and review of the written product (Olive & Kellogg, 2002). However, it 
has been underlined that growth in the mastery of writing is not regular but inter-
ested by advancement, pauses, and even regression, giving birth to variations. In this 
respect, some authors noted that the pace of development may start to reduce at 
around the age of 10 for the linguistic structure (Justice et al., 2006) and at around 
the age of seven for the story grammar (Schneider et al., 2006). During the early 
years of schooling, most children have learned to use the narrative structure in its 
essential aspects, and the use of inter-causal connectives becomes more sophisti-
cated between 5 and 10 years of age (Shapiro & Hudson, 1991). Measures of event 
content, such as story grammars (Hudson & Shapiro, 1991; Schneider et al., 2006), 
main ideas (Bishop, 2004) or plot structure (Berman & Slobin, 1994), and semantic 
scores (Kit-Sum To et al., 2010) showed a developmental trend. In fact, it seems 
that, as children grow up, their narratives develop from a multiple point of view: 
linguistic structure in terms of productivity and syntactic complexity, word fluency, 
and word variability (Justice et al., 2006; Westerveld et al., 2004), and syntax (Reilly 
et al., 2004). A study conducted by Mäkinen et al. (2014), which focused on the 
development of picture-elicited narrations in Finnish children aged between four 
and eight, showed that productivity, syntactic complexity, referential cohesion, and 
event content improved with age. Other authors have observed that cohesion in text 
benefits from a better understanding of the listener’s needs, which increases as chil-
dren get older (Kit-Sum To et al., 2010; Schneider & Dubé, 1997), even though it 
still remains a demanding process in eight-year-olds’ stories (Hudson & 
Shapiro, 1991).

Usefully contributing to this picture is the last segment of the large longitudinal 
study conducted on Italian students outlined above. In this group of research proj-
ects, narrative performance, oral and written, and writing skills are examined in 
students between the ages of 8 and 11, for whom significant progress toward the 
mastery of transcription skills is expected. A recent study (Vettori et  al., 2022b) 
investigated the developmental pattern and relationships between oral narrative tex-
tual skills, spelling, and written narrative textual skills in monolingual school-aged 
children learning a transparent language like Italian. One hundred and forty-one 
primary school children from grades 2 to 5  in Central Italy aged between 7 and 
11  years old obtained scores for oral and written narrative textual competence, 
spelling accuracy in dictation, and spelling accuracy in written texts. The results 
show that spelling accuracy and oral and written narrative textual competence 
improve throughout the primary school years. Furthermore, the results show that the 
only predictor of written narrative textual competence in primary school children is 
oral narrative textual competence, and it could be hypothesized that this relationship 
is influenced by the age of the participants. The pattern of relationships identified 
shows a complex network of oral and written processes. The medium of writing 
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does not impact narrative textual competence. Children’s oral narrative textual com-
petence easily transforms into their written narrative productions.

These results show that children are able to produce texts with better quality by 
overcoming the mechanical demands of transcription skills, in keeping with the 
converging evidence in the literature that improving automaticity of handwriting or 
spelling improves text generation and quality (Graham et al., 2002), and with evi-
dence coming from treatment studies. Notarnicola et al. (2012) showed that Italian 
children are able to use the direct pathway (lexical route) of writing very early but 
initially resort to the sub-lexical route. Within the first 3 years of schooling, children 
optimize lexical strategies. It is important to consider that the way in which a child 
faces the phases is tied to the features of degree of orthographic regularity. 
Concerning Italian children, learning to write and to transform the words that the 
writer wants to communicate into written symbols on the printed page means pri-
marily mastering spelling ability. The complete efficiency of transparent languages’ 
sound-letter rules might seem, at first sight, to eliminate any need to take mor-
phemes into account for correct writing. However, although the Italian system is 
characterized by greater transparency with respect to other languages, such as 
English, a certain degree of ambiguity remains in the oral-to-written transcription 
(Angelelli et  al., 2010). An accurate performance in the processes of 

Fig. 6.2 Example 2: Brief part of a longer story written by D at 10  years when writing is 
automatized
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phoneme-grapheme conversion requires the recovery of correct graphemic repre-
sentation, through the use of lexical processes (Angelelli et al., 2010). Skilled writ-
ers mainly use the direct pathway (lexical route), and this supports the automation 
of processes and the deep processing of the word, using minimally sub-lexical pro-
cesses (Booth et al., 1999). The acquisition of adequate orthographic competence is 
crucial for the achievement of advanced writing abilities: the rapid and correct mas-
tery of phoneme-grapheme correspondences is a necessary condition for the novice 
writer. The incomplete acquisition of this tool kit is an obstacle to accessing the 
semantic, syntactic, and textual components of written language (Pinto et al., 2012) 
(see Example 2 in Fig. 6.2).

Translation of Example 2: Once upon a time there was a mermaid named Ester. 
Ester wanted very much to learn how to do the mermaid dance, because every so 
often they would have this parade where there were these mermaids dancing grace-
fully. The mermaid, however, did not know how to dance and was desperate. One 
day she met a dancer from the parade and asked her: “Can you help me? You know 
I don’t know how to dance".

6.12  Final Remarks

In this chapter, we started from the assumption that a thorough understanding of 
the impact of literacy on the human mind is an essential prerequisite for success-
ful education policy and guidance of didactic support. Writing constitutes an 
externalized cognition that has unique advantages. First, it provides greater 
opportunity to reflect about ideas and refine them, because visible language, 
unlike traces in temporary memory that fade, is available for examination and 
reflection over time. Second, production of written language, which requires act-
ing on the external environment via language by hand, may enhance engagement 
and social participation.

Throughout the chapter, we have discussed the importance of the relationships 
between low- and high-level components of writing and documented some empiri-
cal evidence from research. Measuring in parallel children’s oral and written narra-
tive ability allows to examine the effect of oral narrative ability on written one’s and 
both relations and independence between oral and written processes. Oral narrative 
ability is, in fact, an expression of the cognitive-linguistic narrative skills possessed 
by the storyteller; written narrative abilities depend on the mastering a new com-
municative medium, writing and transcription skills. We have produced empirical 
evidence that an efficient coordination of the different writing (transcription) and 
oral language (oral narratives) processes is central to producing good-quality texts, 
from the emergence of literacy to the more advanced mastery of writing, but with a 
pattern that changes over time. The findings reported here are consistent with past 
research, suggesting that transcription skills demands a substantial degree of avail-
able working memory resources in children, leaving little available for high-level 
processes. At the same time, the findings reported also reduce the weight of 
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transcription skills, at least in languages   with transparent spelling and in a type of 
text such as narrative, which leaves much freedom of lexical choice to its author.

In summary, from the earliest explorations of written language (emergent liter-
acy), thematic-textual content and the system of transcription rules are correlated. 
In the preschool child, who is also already a budding storyteller, there coexist 
knowledge about the composition of narrative text, its component parts, and the 
intra-textual links that must exist between them, on the one hand, and its exploration 
in search of the specific signs that stand in service, their relationship to speech 
sounds, and the rules for juxtaposing and combining them, on the other. This set of 
knowledge, which converges and concurs in the construct of emergent literacy, 
appears to have a common matrix and is probably united by the same interest in 
discovering the world of written language and its relationships of continuity and 
specificity with oral language. With the transition to formalized learning of writing 
for the novice writer comes the challenge of improving, or at least maintaining in 
the written text, the level and compositional qualities displayed in oral story produc-
tion. The examination of the mediating effect exerted by the transcription capacity 
on the quality of written narrative texts clarifies that this goal turns out to be achieved 
quite easily in children who learn to write in a transparent orthography language, for 
most of whom learning not to make transcription errors is fairly straightforward. A 
similar trend in the data is found in the experienced writer, who can rely on the 
effective mediation offered by quick and correct writing: similarly, to effective 
beginners, oral and written narrative outcomes are at the same level of quality. 
However, the predictive link identified in children with adequate spelling skills was 
not confirmed for those children with difficulties in orthographic ability. A lack of 
spelling skills disrupts the opportunity to express narrative skills in the transition 
from the oral to written code. On the contrary, for the pupils experimenting more 
difficulties in the transition to alphabetization, the pouring out of their narrative 
skills in written form, shown in the oral story, becomes slower and less successful. 
These findings are in line with previous research, suggesting that transcription asks 
for and consumes working memory resources in children, leaving little available for 
high level processes. We can also imagine that children for whom transcription 
skills are most demanding and persistent can be induced to avoid writing and 
develop a mindset that they cannot write, even leading to the arrest of the develop-
ment of writing.

This chapter covers a cognitive, educational, and developmental perspective. 
From a cognitive point of view, it has considered writing processes and how spelling 
skills interact with previous oral narrative skills. It is important to investigate the 
relations between early oral narrative skills in pre-school and later written narrative 
skills in primary school to gain a more comprehensive view on the relations between 
oral and written language in the Italian transparent language system across a key 
educational transition. By considering primary school and developing comparison 
groups (novice vs. more advanced writers), the developmental nature of oral and 
written narrative skills has been discussed. The data that has been presented has 
shown that through primary school, written narrative skills increased, while oral 
narrative skills showed an almost unchanged level. Furthermore, children in the 
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initial phase of primary school showed their familiarity with orality, since their oral 
narrative performances reached a higher level compared with the written form. 
Finally, a relationship between the two channels has been highlighted, and a pivotal 
role of oral narrative competence with respect to written narrative competence has 
been revealed in the first period of schooling. Later, oral and written narrative com-
petences seem to proceed in a parallel and more autonomous way, leading to 
hypothesize a possible renowned mutual integration in more advanced phases of the 
educational and developmental path.

There are some limitations concerning the empirical studies that need to be 
brought into the discussion. Regarding the reliability of the results of this study, a 
large variability in some of the narrative measures is a weak point. Therefore, this 
issue, in addition to quite small sample sizes, needs to be resolved in future studies. 
A further point to make here relates to the selection of the writing assessment; free 
story generation tasks are extensively used for research purposes, but this methodol-
ogy has some restrictions. Especially for the youngest children participating, the 
difficulty of the tasks, as well as the presence of emotions, along with shyness and 
anxiety, can interfere with performance, so it might be useful to propose and to 
combine results from multiple and different narrative elicitation methods, such as 
picture-based, story-generation tasks. Thus, future studies should integrate the use 
of different prompts, partners, and instructions. What is more, future studies should 
investigate the associations of narrative skills with other measures of narrative com-
petence, in primis with the use of mental states used to describe the characters of the 
story. Again, in the investigation of oral and narrative competence in association 
with other literacy skills, such as reading decoding and comprehension, lexical 
skills would be very informative in the studying of narrative competence in both 
typical and atypical samples. Finally, the story grammar approach was originally 
sociocultural context dependence, because it belonged to a Western conception. 
Aware that narratives can be affected by cultural factors, future studies should attri-
bute greater importance to expanding the cultural background of the sample. It 
would be interesting to verify the solidity of these competences during the follow-
ing levels of writing abilities and to verify their relations with reading acquisition.

In terms of practical implications of this research, a preliminary link can be made 
to the assessment of narrative competence through a spontaneous story generation 
task. This kind of task has revealed ecological in being an easy and convenient 
method to assess children’s language skills going beyond the sentence level, both 
via writing and speech. Therefore, its use in the educational and clinical setting for 
assessing and training children’s communication skills should be encouraged.

The possibility of understanding the development of oral and written narrative 
competence is a key step to detect starting points useful to language and communi-
cation intervention and enhancement programs. If teachers are provided with a basis 
of skills underpinning written narrative competence, they can integrate such knowl-
edge in classroom practices (Boscolo & Gelati, 2019), since they can have a clear 
idea of in which domains children need further support and in which phases of 
development. These findings support the importance of teaching and supporting 
oral narrative competence, as well as automaticity in writing especially in the early 
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years of schooling, to aid the development of the subsequent writing processes. In 
light of the results, since the period of emergent literacy, it would be important to 
enhance notational skills. This does not mean anticipating the formalized teaching 
of writing but rather promoting a broad and intense familiarization with the various 
notational systems (written signs, drawing, gestures, musical notation, etc.), which 
permeate the communicative universe. Later in primary school, it would be impor-
tant to support the practice of oral narrative skills, which currently, at least in the 
Italian school, is rarely practiced to the advantage of an intensive exercise of writ-
ing. This is in order both to enrich a pivotal ability for the transition to effective 
story writing and to motivate children, especially those in difficulty, to continue 
producing a type of text of invaluable value in their social life. Primary school chil-
dren will be given not only repetitive writing exercises but also opportunities for 
reinforcing the link between oral and written language and enrichment of the lexical 
repertoire (Gómez Vera et al., 2016), whose effectiveness on transcription skills is 
documented (Bigozzi & Biggeri, 2000; Bigozzi et al., 2009). Let us not forget that 
narratives constitute a practice of discourse that makes it possible to efficiently par-
ticipate in conversations, to explain things and events and to communicate stories 
and personal experiences to others, and to develop knowledge and use of the lan-
guage of the mind (Accorti Gamannossi & Pinto, 2014; Guajardo & Watson, 2002; 
Lecce et al., 2014). Narrative competence has assumed relevance with respect to the 
clinical settings, since it constitutes a significant means through which to identify 
both communication disorders and language impairments (Diehl et al., 2006). The 
notion of a “writing cure” (Lepore & Smyth 2002) and the thesis about the benefi-
cial effects of writing on physical and mental health, which suggest noncontrover-
sial positive outcomes of writing, has been scientifically developed and empirically 
verified. The more the educational intervention enhances its competence and use, 
the more literacy will unfold its effects of enriching development, in all its aspects.
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Chapter 7
Grammatical Choices and Narrative 
Quality in the Collaborative Writing 
of Primary School Students

Inês Cardoso, Rosa Lídia Coimbra, Eduardo Calil, Luciana Graça, 
and Luísa Álvares Pereira

7.1  Introduction

Collaborative writing has been experienced and pointed out as a strong pedagogical 
tool leading to dialogues when students make their grammar and text choices 
explicit, discuss and refine their linguistic knowledge within the process. When put 
into place at an early age, advantages shall increase in what concerns metalinguistic 
knowledge and the quality of writing.
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In the present study, we are then putting together different axis related to gram-
mar and writing learning and teaching. Although no one would doubt that a better 
text would rely on a wider grammar knowledge and performance, the relation 
between these language domains isn’t still clear until today in what concerns lan-
guage teaching. Therefore, we bring to our reflection not only the value of metalin-
guistic knowledge but also the place it has had in our country (in the years of our 
data collection until today), considering the official language teaching guidelines. 
Not only we will consider grammar but also writing and the pedagogical relation-
ship recommended officially.

Considering the impact of metalinguistic knowledge in the quality of writing 
leads us to reflect on complex parameters guiding the evaluation of a specific text, 
affiliated with a particular genre.

In the present study, we will be interested then in looking at the development of 
metalinguistic knowledge in children, by observing their writing process, as well as 
in assessing the quality of their writing, by observing their written products. The 
same students were recorded while writing stories in pairs at grades 2 and 4, in the 
classroom. Data were collected through a multimodal capture system – the Ramos 
system (Calil, 2020) – which provides us with information of the writing process as 
well as the written final texts.

Data samples of this corpus have been selected to study specific dimensions, 
such as the elaboration of titles (Barbeiro et al., 2020), lexical density (Costa et al., 
2020), the recognition of spelling mistakes (Calil & Pereira, 2018), metalinguistic 
categories and terms emergent in the writing/revision processes, and how these are 
(not) translated into textual modifications, considering the discursive or grammati-
cal nature of the operations of language re(construction) (Barbeiro et al., 2022; Calil 
& Myhill, 2020).

Now our analysis is focused, on one hand, on the occurrence of metalinguistic 
terms during collaborative writing; on the other hand, we focused on the textual 
product, the stories effectively written, measuring their quality in what concerns the 
compositional aspects of writing narratives in the first years of schooling. Therefore, 
we aim to understand better the relationship between a metalinguistic reflection and 
the quality of the text.

As Costa and Rodrigues (2019, p. 25) state, “It thus becomes essential to conduct 
research in at least two fields: research on language development and research on 
grammar didactics”. The study presented here, following the previous ones men-
tioned before, is precisely trying to contribute to the field of grammar-writing articu-
lation, by trying to apprehend the dimensions of language and texts that are the object 
of reflection and decision, by the same children, in two different moments of their 
basic schooling (grade 2 and grade 4), during the collaborative writing process of a 
text: Is grammatical knowledge, namely, using metalinguistic terms (MT), activated 
during the writing process; in relation to which domains; with what functions; and 
what impact will children’s “grammatical dialogues” have on the quality of their texts?

We will address first the several theoretical subjects mentioned to pursue with the 
methodology and analysis of the data considered for this reflection, oriented to 
answer the mentioned questions.
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7.2  Metalinguistic Knowledge and Metalinguistic Activity

Recent studies, from a functionalist (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2014) and sociocul-
tural (Vygotsky, 1986) perspective, argue that grammar learning is related to the 
ability of observing, manipulating and reflecting about the written text (Chen & 
Jones, 2012; Fontich, 2016; Myhill, 2011). These and other studies on grammar 
teaching understand that explicit instruction is an essential component to highlight 
grammar as an object of knowledge to be analysed. This object is based on two pil-
lars: (a) knowledge of the “grammar structure”, identifying and analysing the lin-
guistic elements that compose it; (b) and the understanding of “grammar as choice”, 
which will allow the articulation of linguistic elements with the meaning effects 
they produce in the text. Both involve the explanation of metalinguistic knowledge, 
equally regarding knowledge of technical terms and their uses and functions.

These two pillars support the need for an intensification of learners’ metalinguis-
tic activities, mediated by the teacher (Myhill et al., 2012) or favoured by collabora-
tive work among peers (Camps et al., 2000; Gil & Bigas, 2014). These activities 
indicate the way in which teachers and students take the language as an object of 
analysis, talking about it and its functioning. In this perspective, the situation of col-
laborative textual production has been highlighted as a school task of great impor-
tance, as it favours students, on the one hand, to identify problems related to certain 
linguistic elements during the writing process and, on the other hand, to explain the 
way of thinking about these problems.

Camps et al. (1997) propose that these metalinguistic activities can occur with-
out being verbalized but also can occur through utterances of nontechnical terms or 
utterances, in which there are explanations of technical terms. In the works of Calil 
(2017) and Calil and Pereira (2018), some metalinguistic activities were identified 
during collaborative textual production, when pairs of students from the 1st and 2nd 
year of primary education write a single text. These activities are associated with 
metalinguistic returns made by writing students when they recognize some type of 
graphic, linguistic or discursive problem.

Calil (2012) characterized these occurrences as “tension points” between ele-
ments to be graphed or linearized on the sheet of paper. These recognitions can 
produce erasures or be associated with student’s comments about these elements. 
Calil and Pereira (2018) show, for example, comments on the use of capital letters, 
when a 2nd year student is about to spell the name of the character “Branca de 
Neve” (“Snow White”). The writer student expresses doubts about the capital or 
small form of the initial letter, giving her dictating partner the opportunity to 
respond: “No. No. It’s capital, too.” (Calil & Pereira, 2018, p. 106). In this com-
ment, the MT was verbalized, but no explanation was presented to support or justify 
her assertion. However, the comment indicates that the student has implicit knowl-
edge about capitalization rules. Another form of occurrence of metalinguistic com-
ments brings a greater verbalization of the student’s knowledge, however, without 
using MT. For example, in the comment made by a student, in response to his part-
ner’s spontaneous question about which article to use in a character’s speech, he 
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says, emphasizing the indefinite article: “it was A boy. We don’t know which boy it 
was.” (Barbeiro et al., 2022, p. 66). This suggests that the commentary, despite not 
indicating the knowledge of the specific MT, explains the student’s metalinguistic 
knowledge about the value and the meaning effect produced by the indefinite arti-
cle, thus avoiding the inscription of the definite article and, consequently, the refer-
encing problem that the use of the definite article could produce in the sense of the 
text (and in the reader).

7.3  Teaching Writing and Grammar in Portugal: Guidelines 
Since 2009

In the teaching of Portuguese, one of the issues that has provoked and still raises 
debate is the question of the status and functions of grammatical knowledge in lan-
guage learning. In the context of this study, it is about making known what objec-
tives and functions are attributed not only to grammar but also to writing, having as 
reference the Portuguese Programs of Basic Education, in general, and of the 1st 
Cycle of the Basic Education, in particular. In this way, we seek to put into perspec-
tive the teaching of these two skills and the articulation that the programs provide. 
We will consider the program in force at the time our data were collected (2015 and 
2017), which were the Programas de Português do Ensino Básico (Reis et al., 2009) 
and those that replaced them, in 2015: Programa e Metas Curriculares de Português 
do Ensino Básico (Buescu et al., 2015). From an accumulation of references (Costa, 
2020), a reform began, in line with international guidelines, expressed in the Perfil 
dos alunos à saída da escolaridade obrigatória (PA) [Profile of students leaving 
compulsory education] (Martins et  al., 2017), with which the Aprendizagens 
Essenciais (AE) [Essential Learning goals] later articulated, by subject and year of 
schooling (Direção-geral da Educação, 2018). These AE are currently the national 
curricular references; however, we will mention them more briefly because, at the 
time of the fieldwork that is important here, they had not yet been brought to 
existence.

In the 2009 Portuguese Programs (Reis et  al., 2009), grammar appears as an 
autonomous competence, contrasting with the more instrumental and transversal 
vision of the previous programs (Ministério da Educação, 1991). This difference is 
not unrelated to the designation adopted in 2009 for grammar, “explicit knowledge 
of language” (CEL, abbreviated in Portuguese), when, in 1991, it was called “lan-
guage functioning”. This conception of grammar assumed in the 2009 guidelines, 
following the National Curriculum for Basic Education (CNEB) of 2001 (Ministério 
da Educação, 2001), restores grammar as an essential competence alongside other 
competences, emphasizing its specificity, without disregarding its transversality 
already highlighted. Effectively, in this domain, it was advocated the evolution of 
students from the implicit knowledge that they already had about the language to an 
explicit knowledge, understood as “the reflected ability to systematize units, rules 
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and grammatical processes of the language, leading to the identification and correc-
tion of the language error” (Reis et al., 2009, p. 16). It was recognized, then, that 
explicit knowledge can only be based on formal instruction, implying the develop-
ment of metacognitive processes. Thus, it was recommended that grammar classes 
create conditions for the development of such linguistic knowledge, with a progres-
sive ability to use the language proficiently, anchored in the ability to describe and 
analyse its functioning:

A análise e a reflexão sobre a língua concretizam-se quer em actividades nos domínios do 
modo oral e do modo escrito, quer em trabalho oficinal. Trata-se, deste modo, de desen-
volver a consciência linguística, no sentido de transformar o conhecimento implícito em 
conhecimento explícito da língua. (Reis et al., 2009, p. 23)

Our translation: The analysis and reflection on the language take the form of oral and writ-
ten activities, as well as in workshop work. It is, therefore, about developing linguistic 
awareness, in the sense of transforming implicit knowledge into explicit knowledge of the 
language. (Reis et al., 2009, p. 23)

In terms of written communication, the 2009 Guidelines emphasize its multimodal-
ity and multifunctionality, genre and typological diversity, as well as the require-
ments in terms of grammatical correction and the high metacognitive management 
that it entails, namely, the subprocesses that lead to textual production (planning, 
textualization, revision). The complexity of this competence justifies the role 
assigned to the teacher, organizer and regulator of teaching-learning activities of 
writing. It is also recommended to articulate the “writing work with the different 
plans of the CEL” (Reis et al., 2009, p. 44), in stages that involve:

i) a observação, manipulação e comparação de dados para descobrir regularidades no func-
ionamento da língua; ii) a sistematização e explicitação dessas regularidades com recurso 
oportuno à metalinguagem e iii) a mobilização dos conhecimentos adquiridos na compreen-
são e produção de textos orais e escritos. (Barbeiro et al., 2022, p. 50)

Our translation:
i) the observation, manipulation, and comparison of data to discover regularities in the 

functioning of the language; ii) the systematization and explanation of these regularities 
with timely use of metalanguage and iii) the mobilization of acquired knowledge in the 
understanding and production of oral and written texts. (Barbeiro et al., 2022, p. 50)

Suggestions of activities for the different grammatical domains are included 
(Ministério da Educação, 2008); it is assumed to be essential the work in a work-
shop mode and a “scientific” reflection about the language, in oral and written com-
municative situations, emphasizing that the language regulations are at the service 
of communication and cannot be neglected or taught in a watertight way and focused 
on the memorization of concepts (Barbeiro et al., 2022).

In the 2015 Program (Buescu et al., 2015), which was in force until the end of the 
2020/2021 school year, the CEL gave way to the designation of “grammar”, in a 
perspective that was once again more instrumental in terms of knowledge and the 
ability to reflection on the regularities of language, those being subsidiary to the 
autonomy in the use of rules in situations of oral and written comprehension and 
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production. It is hoped, therefore, students develop a metalinguistic awareness that 
will allow them for a reflective knowledge of their mother tongue (Buescu et al., 
2015, p. 8).

In terms of writing, the following values are highlighted again: the transversality 
of linguistic correction; the different purposes attached to different genres, on which 
different thematic, textual and discursive developments depend, with emphasis on 
expository and argumentative genres; and the stages of textual production, which 
will open doors to reflection on the language that some programmatic documents 
advocate.

The current programmatic references (PA and AE) corroborate the idea of the 
gradual development of linguistic awareness through reflection and discovery, lead-
ing to the mastery of rules governing the various oral and written uses. They empha-
size both the curricular articulation and the complementarity of domains of language 
use – here we are interested in writing and grammar – and the need to work each one 
in its specificity.

As several studies have pointed out, the main challenge seems to be precisely 
knowing how to teach the specific knowledge of each domain, in this case, grammar 
and writing, effectively articulating them (as well as other skills) (Barbeiro et al., 
2022; Bulea Bronckart, 2015; Chartrand, 2017; Pereira, 2000; Rättyä et al., 2019; 
da Silva, 2016). Integrative didactic methodologies have recently emerged, based 
on classroom interaction, with the teacher being the most qualified mediator to stim-
ulate metalinguistic discussion (Fontich, 2014; Myhill & Jones, 2015) as well as, 
among us, some investigation about the didactic possibilities of articulation between 
grammar and other domains (Costa & Batalha, 2019). For our part, we will look for 
the data that emerge from the collaborative writing processes of children to provide 
clues for the teaching of these domains.

7.4  Collaborative Writing

As previous mentioned, the complex nature of the writing process, as a cognitive 
activity, has long been indisputable, since this process does not result from the sim-
ple sequential addition of units until the final product is reached. Learning to write 
a coherent and effective text represents an arduous and time-consuming achieve-
ment of cognitive development, contrary to what happens with the acquisition of 
speech, hence the importance of adopting specific and productive paths that help the 
student to follow his/her path in the writing learning process. One of these paths has 
been, precisely, the collaborative writing – in pairs, in groups or with the entire 
class – which research as shown that has been very fruitful helping students identi-
fying and correcting mistakes (Chanquoy, 2009).

Research, articulating writing with grammar, has also explored this pedagogical- 
didactic procedure of collaboration, analysing the way in which each writer can 
consciously operate these units, making strategic and appropriate choices (Myhill, 
2018). Collaborative writing thus leads to a more thorough reflection, which requires 
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the presentation of justifications in terms of the grammar of the language and texts, 
leading students to a more explicit grammatical knowledge, which allows them to 
become more aware of the language itself (Myhill, 2018), skill which will later be 
accessed in other individual writing situations.

Therefore, collaborative writing represents the process that offers participants 
the possibility to explore, discuss, cooperate and develop learning skills (Fernández 
Dobao, 2012; Heidar, 2016; Noël & Robert, 2004). As Vygotsky said, social inter-
action precedes development, with consciousness and cognition being the final 
product of socialization and social behaviour. Collaborative writing is thus based on 
the Vygotskian idea of the vital importance of cooperation with others, so that there 
is an exchange of ideas and, consequently, quality learning and solid growth (Heidar, 
2016). Then, collaborative writing is a way to enable access to the metalinguistic 
activity (Camps, 2019).

In fact, the situation of collaborative writing, in a larger or smaller group, offers 
unique possibilities for interaction and for the construction of knowledge – about 
writing, in our case. Although students, from an early age, have this ability to reflect 
and discuss different writing alternatives, the teacher’s action can really be decisive 
in the development of this metalinguistic competence, stimulating and guiding the 
students to go further in the goal activity (Camps et al., 2000; Myhill et al., 2020).

7.5  Evaluating Writing Quality at School

Evaluating and pondering are everyday activities that have implications for our 
decisions, our view of the world and our positioning towards ourselves and the oth-
ers. We constantly evaluate actions, and this includes the production of discourse, 
whether in the form of oral transmission or in its written form. It is in school that the 
process of evaluating discourse becomes even more systematic, consequential and 
fundamental, especially in language classes. The evaluation of the quality of the 
writing of a text is a complex process, not limited to the verification of the gram-
matical correctness of the sentences that compose it:

A gramática pode (e provavelmente deve) ser estudada e avaliada em si mesma. Mas quando 
o objeto de análise é o texto, o que importa saber (compreender, saber fazer) e avaliar é o 
que cada estudante ou cada pessoa é capaz de fazer com os instrumentos gramaticais de que 
dispõe. (Coutinho, 2019, p. 116)

Our translation:
Grammar can (and probably should) be studied and evaluated in itself. But when the 

object of analysis is the text, what matters to know (understand, know how to do) and evalu-
ate is what each student or each person can do with the grammatical tools at his/her dis-
posal. (Coutinho, 2019, p. 116)

In the teaching-learning process of writing, several possible strategies have been 
pointed out (e. g. Barbeiro & Pereira, 2007; Pereira & Cardoso, 2013), focusing on 
the multiplicity of skills required in the several stages of the construction of a good 
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quality written text. To this complexity, one must add the consideration of the condi-
tions of textual elaboration, such as the objectives of the production, its implicit 
reader, the space of circulation of the text, the level of formality, the textual genre 
(Marcuschi, 2007, p. 63).

Narrative sequences have their own properties and macro-propositional struc-
ture. Adam (1992, pp. 57–66) proposes that a narrative sequence is composed of the 
following macro-positions: initial situation (in which the general framework, the 
characters, the time and the space in which the action takes place are presented), 
complication (includes the triggering node that alters the balance and stability of the 
initial situation), (re)actions (encompasses the episodes triggered by the perturba-
tion), resolution (phase that includes the climax followed by the reduction of the 
tension) and final situation (which frames the protagonist in a new stable context). 
In addition to mastering the textual structure and the plot of the story, the students’ 
narrative skills include the harmonious interconnection of the various categories of 
narrative, such as the characters and their characterisation, space and time and the 
narrator.

Given the importance of texts as means of communication, vital for proper social 
integration, it is essential that teachers are able to identify their pupils’ writing dif-
ficulties as soon as possible, in order to prevent failure and demotivation from the 
very start of schooling, not only in language classes but also in all other school 
subjects. Thus, it is important for teachers to have an idea, from the outset, of what 
to expect at each age level and school stage of their students. Hence the importance 
of longitudinal studies in order to monitor learners’ school progress and assess their 
written achievements. In Portugal, in addition to the instruments and indications 
provided by the Ministry of Education and by IAVE, the Institute for Educational 
Assessment, some researches have emerged proposing and testing assessment 
instruments and criteria for the various learning cycles, considering several param-
eters of writing quality. It is the case of MACE, Written Composition Assessment 
Measure, “a measure of observation built to evaluate the written composition of 
narrative texts in elementary education” (Oliveira et al., 2019, p. 570), which include 
the following six criteria: structure/organization, content, vocabulary, audience, 
grammatical conventions and originality (2019, p. 576).

To the complexity inherent to the process of assessing the written product, it is 
necessary to consider the writing process, especially in primary education:

Há que ter presente que na avaliação da capacidade de expressão escrita se deverão consid-
erar dois aspetos complementares e relacionados: o produto escrito, ou os textos que um 
aluno é capaz de escrever, e o processo de composição, ou o método de trabalho […] para 
produzi-los. Nos alunos do primeiro ciclo, o processo é muito importante, já que é nas suas 
idades que se fomentam e se formam os hábitos e as atitudes de composição. (Pereira & 
Azevedo, 2005, p. 101)

Our translation:
It should be borne in mind that in assessing the ability of written expression two com-

plementary and related aspects should be considered: the written product, or the texts that a 
student is able to write, and the composition process, or the working method [...] to produce 
them. In primary school students, the process is very important, since it is at their age that 
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the habits and attitudes of composition are fostered and formed. (Pereira & Azevedo, 
2005, p. 101)

In the present work, as mentioned before, we try to make a link between process and 
product, considering some aspects observed in them at two different school years in 
the same students. In particular, we were interested in observing the use, during the 
writing process, of specialized terms, evidence of an explicit knowledge of the lan-
guage and to gauge a possible connection with a better final textual quality.

7.6  Methodology

7.6.1  Didactic Protocol and Data Collection

The material analysed in this study is part of a database built from the development 
of two Luso-Brazilian international cooperation projects (InterWriting project, 
2015 and DIADE project, 2017). During the execution of the InterWriting project, 
six textual production tasks of a 2nd year basic education class (20 pupils) were 
recorded on video, through the Ramos System (Calil, 2020), during January and 
March 2015, in an urban school in the city of Aveiro. In the DIADE project, data 
were collected between January and March 2017, with the same class (18 children 
in 20171), at that moment already in the 4th primary school year. Six textual produc-
tion tasks were also recorded.2

In both moments (2nd year/2015 and 4th year/2017), the same didactic protocol 
was followed:

 1. The class teacher presented the textual production proposal: to write, in pairs, an 
invented story.

 2. The pair of students orally agreed on the story they were going to write.
 3. After the combination, they asked the teacher for the smart pen and the sheet of 

paper to write the invented story (one of the students was responsible for writing 
and the other for dictating and, with each new task, these roles were alternated).

 4. When they finished, they called the teacher to hand in the sheet of paper (depend-
ing on the didactic time of the class, if other students were still writing, the 
teacher could also ask them to reread what they had written, or draw a free draw-
ing, until all the classmates had finished the task).

1 Four students left the class due to emigration or other reasons, the remaining 16 from the original 
class. Two new pupils have joined the class and contributed to form the dyads. Nevertheless, only 
the eight dyads with no changes were considered for comparison.
2 We thank all those involved in the two data collections. The collected material is part of the data-
base of the ProTextos Group and the School Manuscript Lab (LAME) of the Federal University of 
Alagoas.
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In all eight tasks presently considered, four collected in 2015 and four in 2017, 
equipment was installed for each pair of students (handcams positioned in front of 
the pair’s desk, lapel microphones and digital recorders). Thus, for each pair, in both 
school years, we obtained material collected under the same technical and didactic 
conditions: same teacher, same class of students, same instruction (writing an 
invented story in pair work), same technical protocol for the filmic recording of the 
writing process in real time and same classroom space. All audiovisual material 
captured simultaneously – video and audio of the pair, film of the pen (manuscript 
in progress) and school manuscript – were synchronized, and a single media was 
generated (synchronized film). The multimodal characteristic of the synchronous- 
film makes it possible to register the pauses, erasures, verbalised linguistic terms, 
comments, rereadings, glances, gestures and the teacher’s movements around the 
classroom, at the exact moment when the school manuscript is being constructed.

In this way, we have as object of analysis both the finished school manuscript and 
what was said by the students about the manuscript under construction.

7.6.2  Material and Categories of Analysis

For this study, we then selected part of the material of two pairs: the first (001) and 
the last (006) textual production of pair 3 (D3) and pair 5 (D5), carried out, respec-
tively, in 2015 (2nd year) and 2017 (4th year).

The corpus composed of the filmic record of the four productions from D3 
(2°D3T1, 2°D3T6, 4°D3T1, 4°D3T6) and the four from D5 (2°D5T1, 2°D5T6, 
4°D5T1, 4°D5T6) was subjected to two types of analysis.

For the first analysis, a collection was made of the occurrences of metalinguistic 
terms (MT) verbalized by the students, from the transcription of the dialogue cap-
tured by the filmic record of each pair. As Barbeiro et al. (2022) proposed, the MT 
identified and quantified were subdivided among the following domains:

 1. Text, genre and speech
 2. Grammar
 3. Spelling
 4. Punctuation
 5. Graphics

The second analysis established the narrative quality of the manuscripts, with the 
following five items as criteria:

 1. Introduction with reference to “place” and “time”
 2. Characterization of the characters
 3. Conflict, actions and events
 4. Use of dialogue
 5. Outcome or conclusion
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Table 7.1 Items analysed by the judges and respective evaluation criteria

Evaluated item
Assessment criteria
0 points 1 point 2 points

1. Introduction with 
reference to “place” and 
“time”
(Defines an initial situation 
with marking of textual 
genre, indication of place 
and narrative time)

Does not provide 
any introduction

It only says when the 
story took place
Or it only tells where 
the story took place
Or only the 
character(s) of the 
story are mentioned

It tells when and where 
the story took place

2. Characterization of the 
characters
(A physical and/or 
psychological description 
of the characters is given)

Characters are 
named but never 
described

There is physical 
description
Or psychological

There is physical and 
psychological 
description

3. Conflict, actions and 
events
(Starting from a triggering 
and destabilising element, 
events in which the 
characters get involved and 
which have consequences 
are reported)

The story is a 
mere 
compendium of 
descriptions of 
place and 
characters

There are conflicts 
and actions but no 
consequences

At least one conflict 
and one action are 
clearly explained as 
well as its 
consequence(s)

4. Use of dialogue
(There are interventions of 
characters or dialogues 
between them)

There are no 
interventions or 
dialogue

There are 
interventions and/or 
dialogues but no 
punctuation marks or 
inadequate 
punctuation marks

There are interventions 
and/or dialogues with 
the correct punctuation 
marks at least at one 
point in the story

5. Outcome or conclusion
(Ending of the story in 
coherence with the events 
lived by the characters or 
final situation established 
according to the events 
described)

The outcome does 
not exist or there 
is no finalisation 
of the story

The outcome is not 
consistent with the 
events described in 
the course of the 
story

The outcome is 
consistent with the 
events reported

These criteria were used for the judgement of ten qualified and anonymous judges 
(primary school teachers and teacher trainers). The judges were not informed to 
which school level nor to which pair each text corresponded to.3 The judges scored 
each of the above items from a Likert scale (0–2). Grade 0 (zero) characterized the 
nonoccurrence of aspects related to the referred item; grade 1 (one) characterized 
the occurrence of at least one aspect related to the item, and grade 2 (two) character-
ized the detailed occurrence of each of the items – see Table 7.1 for more details. 
Thus, at most, each text could score 10 points (2 for each of the five criteria).

Within the scope of this study, we will further refer to the technical terms and 
nontechnical terms or expressions relating to the domain “text, genre and speech” 

3 Four texts of each dyad: T1D3, T2D5, T3D3, T4D5, T5D3, T6D5, T7D3 and T8D5.
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and “punctuation”, as these domains are related to the narrative quality, scored by 
the 10 judges.

The emergence of MT about text, genre and speech as well as about punctuation 
and overall quality of the narrative are two aspects here confronted, in order to 
observe possible relations between the quality of the narrative and the verbalization 
of metalinguistic terms. Our hypothesis is that there may be some form of relation-
ship between the quality of the narrative and the verbalizations of these MT.

7.7  Results

7.7.1  Children’s Metalinguistic Activity

In a previous study (Barbeiro et al., 2022), the first collaborative writing task (001 in 
2015, grade 2, and in 2017, grade 4) by D3 and D5 was analysed (4 texts). Within 
this research, we have decided to compare the pupils’ performance in their first time 
writing together, with the one exhibited in the last collaborative task (006), in both 
grade 2 and 4, coming to a total of more 4 texts each dyad, as previously shown.

We revised the transcriptions of the dialogues between the students and reviewed 
the synchronized videos. We have conducted a survey of metalinguistic terms (MT) 
that occurred during the writing process, which comprises the entire text production 
task, that is, from step 1 of the didactic protocol (presentation of the proposal by the 
teacher) to step 4 (inscription and linearization of the invented story on the sheet of 
paper). The analysis included not only the speech of the students, in each task, but 
also the teachers’ speech, either when, at the beginning, presenting the instructions 
for carrying out the task or in later moments of possible interaction with the students 
of the dyads for clarification or assistance in solving problems. Results for teachers 
and students will be broken down. We have considered official metalanguage men-
tioned by all participants, as well as other terms that they refer with a grammatical 
nature, which are of consensual understanding within the task, although they do not 
correspond to grammatical terms. Table 7.2 presents the results of the quantitative 

Table 7.2 Total of metalinguistic terms that occur in the interaction within the first collaborative 
writing task (001) in both years

Domains
Grade 2 Grade 4 Subtotal

Subtotal – 
S

TOTALD3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Text, genre and speech 7 7 7 29 14 36 57 43 14 43 100
Grammar 7 2 15 21 8 45 8 9 36 53
Spelling 30 40 2 34 60 164 2 70 94 166
Punctuation 16 11 61 26 114 27 87 114
Graphics 8 1 5 1 4 14 5 8 6 19
TOTAL 60 68 10 144 122 48 394 58 128 266 452

Adapted from Barbeiro et al. (2022, p. 61–62)
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analysis regarding the occurrence of MT distributed by domains – text, genre and 
speech; grammar; spelling; punctuation; and graphics – by the writing processes 
analysed; according to each dyad (D3 and D5) and year of schooling (2nd or 4th); 
and by the authorship of the utterance in which the metalinguistic term is integrated 
(teacher, T, or students, S).

These results were previously disclosed (Barbeiro et al., 2022), but we will make 
a summary in order to compare them with the last collaborative writing task. One 
can observe in the table that the domains in which the occurrence of terms in the 
process is more frequent are spelling (166 occurrences) and punctuation (114 oc.) 
and the domain related to text, genre and speech (100 oc.), although in this last case, 
a considerable part of the occurrences (43 out of 100) is produced by the teachers, 
fundamentally integrated in the moment of presentation of the instructions for the 
accomplishment of the task. This explains the rise of terms such as “story” and 
“text” (Table 7.3). In the domain of spelling (Table 7.4), the terms corresponding to 
the indication of the name of the letters predominate (124 oc.), being only one 

Table 7.3 Metalinguistic terms related to “text, genre and speech” that occur in the interaction 
within the first collaborative writing task (001) in both years

Domains and terms

Grade 2 Grade 4

Subtot.
S vs. T

Subtot. 
S
2nd vs. 
4th Tot.D3 D5 T D3 D5 T

Text, genre and 
speech

Story 2 5 4 9 3 9 19 13 7 12 32
Little story 1 1 1 1
Text 1 2 5 3 12 9 14 1 8 23
Title 1 2 1 2 4 5 5 3 2 11
Free text 3 7 3 7 4 10
Idea 5 5 5 5
Creative writing 1 1 1
Question 1 1 2 1 1 2
Speech in a dialogue 2 2 2 2
Comics 2 2 2 2
Subject 1 1 1 1
Story of adventure 1
Story of war 1 1 1 1
Horror story 1 1 1 1
Terrorist story 1 1 1 1
Inside the story 1 1 1 1
Writing 1 1 1
Romance 1 1 1 1
Storyteller 1 1 1 1
Well-structured story 1 1 1
Oriented story 1 1 1
Character 1 1 1 1

Subtotal 7 7 7 29 14 36 57 43 14 43 100
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Table 7.4 Metalinguistic terms related to “spelling” that occur in the interaction within the first 
collaborative writing task (001) in both years

Domains and terms

Grade 2 Grade 4

Subtot.
S vs. T

Subtot. 
S
2nd vs. 
4th Tot.D3 D5 T D3 D5 T

Spelling Letter names 20 33 1 17 53 123 1 53 70 124
Letter 11 11 11 11
Accent 3 1 4 3 1 4
Cedilla 2 1 3 2 1 3
“Hat” (circumflex accent) 2 2 2 2
Big (letter) 1 2 3 1 2 3
Small (letter) 1 1 1 1
Initial (letter) 4 4 4 4
Uppercase 1 1 1 3 1 2 3
Written together 1 1 1 1
Trace 3 2 1 6 5 1 6
Little leg (referring to the design of 
letters)

1 1 1 1

Part 1 1 1 1
Little dash 1 1 1 1 1 2

Subtotal 30 40 2 34 60 164 2 70 94 166

performed by the teachers. Regarding punctuation (Table 7.5), the terms “period”, 
“comma” and “dash” have a higher frequency.

The domain of grammar (Table 7.6) has a much lower frequency than the previ-
ous ones (53 oc., 8 produced by the teacher and 45 by the students). In this domain, 
the most frequent term is “noun”, with 32 occurrences (31 made by students), fol-
lowed by “phrase” (7 oc.) and by “word” (5 oc.), even if with incomparable less 
mentions. The graphical configuration (Table 7.7) is the domain with the lowest 
number of occurrences, 19: 14 from the responsibility of the students and five per-
formed by the teacher.

When comparing the two levels of schooling, a quantitative increase in the num-
ber of MT mentioned in the interaction during the writing process can be observed, 
globally (from 128 oc. to 266 oc.). This increase occurs in most domains, except for 
spelling. The domain that registers the biggest raise is that of the punctuation (from 
27 oc. to 87).

As for the diversity of MT, the comparison between the 2 years of schooling 
shows, in some domains, a widening of the range of terms cited. The domain in 
which this expansion is most notably observed is that of punctuation; in addition to 
the terms “full stop” or “period”, “comma” and “dash”, which occur in the 2nd 
grade, we testify the use of terms, such as paragraph, quotation mark, parentheses, 
exclamation mark, question mark and semicolon. In turn, in the grammatical 
domain, from the occurrences of the term “noun” (to refer to given names, students 
or characters), “word” and “sound”, we move on to the inclusion of a set of other 
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Table 7.6 Metalinguistic terms related to “grammar” that occur in the interaction within the first 
collaborative writing task (001) in both years

Domains and terms

Grade 2 Grade 4
Subtot.
S vs. T

Subtot. S
2nd vs. 
4th Tot.D3 D5 T D3 D5 T

Grammar Noun 6 1 9 15 1 31 1 7 24 32
Phrase 4 3 4 3 4 7
Word 1 4 1 4 1 5
Surname 2 2 2 2
Future 2 2 2 2
Present 2 2 2 2
Past 1 1 1 1
Rhyme 1 1 1 1
Sound 1 1 1 1

Subtotal 7 2 15 21 8 45 8 9 36 53

Table 7.7 Metalinguistic terms related to “graphics” (graphical configuration) that occur in the 
interaction within the first collaborative writing task (001) in both years

Domains and terms

Grade 2 Grade 4
Subtot.
S vs. T

Subtot. S
2nd vs. 
4th Tot.D3 D5 T D3 D5 T

Graphics Line 8 1 1 1 3 10 4 8 2 14
Letter (handwriting) 2 2 2 2
Page 1 1 1 1 1 2
Handwriting 1 1 1 1

Subtotal 8 1 5 1 4 14 5 8 6 19

Table 7.5 Metalinguistic terms related to “punctuation” that occur in the interaction within the 
first collaborative writing task (001) in both years

Domains and terms

Grade 2 Grade 4
Subtot.
S vs. T

Subtot. S
2nd vs. 
4th Tot.D3 D5 T D3 D5 T

Punctuation Full stop/period 12 9 10 6 37 21 16 37
“Stop” 2 2 1 5 2 3 5
Little dot 1 1 1 1
Comma 1 2 15 6 24 3 21 24
Dash 13 5 18 18 18
Paragraph 7 3 10 10 10
Two points 6 1 7 7 7
Quotation marks 3 3 3 3
Parentheses 2 2 2 2
Exclamation mark 2 2 4 4 4
Question mark 1 1 1 1
Semicolon 1 1 1 1
Trace (=dash) 1 1

Subtotal 16 11 61 26 114 27 87 114
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terms, although not very broad, such as “phrase”, “surname”, “present”, “future”, 
“past” and “rhyme”.

The activation of metalinguistic terms acquires a functional nature during the 
text writing process. In the field of spelling, these functions may consist of giving 
indications as to the spelling of words or questioning the writing colleague about the 
orthographic form. In the field of punctuation, the functions also include giving 
indications as to the punctuation marks to be entered, questioning the punctuation 
to be performed or its justification. As punctuation admits in many cases different 
solutions, contrary to what happens in terms of the orthographic form, it is often 
associated with making choices.

In the field of text, genre and discourse, MT are associated in the students’ speech 
with choices regarding the subgenre, the control of the progress of the writing pro-
cess and with decisions regarding textual elements or categories, such as the title, 
characters or to regulate the intervention of these narrative/textual categories (Calil, 
2016; Calil, 2021). In the graphic domain, the line count emerges above all to con-
trol the length of the text. Some examples of these utterances and their different 
functions can be seen at Barbeiro et al. (2022).

We will now analyse the MT that occurred when the children were producing the 
last collaborative writing task, one at grade 2 and the last one at grade 4. Results are 
patent in Table 7.8, which we firstly show as a picture, to have a panoramic view, 
and then split into as many parts as the domains analysed.

A first look at Tables 7.8 and 7.9 reveals us a huger amount of MT, which now 
we needed to organize into two different categories: one for technical and nontech-
nical terms as exactly mentioned by children, like we have previously done, and the 
other to summarize relevant comments and topics that nurtured discussions of a 
metalinguistic nature, although no specific terms were mentioned to name the lan-
guage phenomena that motivated the give-and-take. We continue to present the 
number of occurrences according to (i) who mentioned it (students, D3 or D5, or 
teacher) and (ii) when (at grade 2 or grade 4), indicating the subtotal “students vs. 
teacher” and comparing both school years as well as providing the total for each 
language domain examined (Tables 7.9, 7.10, 7.11, 7.12, and 7.13).

When writing together in the last collaborative task, students produce more MT 
related to text, genre and speech (Table 7.9 – 160 oc.), which, at the first writing 
task, had the 3rd place:

Table 7.8 Total of metalinguistic terms that occur in the interaction within the last collaborative 
writing task (006) in both years

Domains
Grade 2 Grade 4 Subtotal

Subtotal – 
S

TOTALD3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Text, genre and speech 62 23 7 30 14 24 129 31 81 44 160
Grammar 8 6 0 2 0 4 16 4 14 2 20
Spelling 31 69 0 6 15 2 121 2 100 21 123
Punctuation 13 0 1 25 6 6 44 7 13 31 51
Graphics 36 36 11 10 21 20 103 31 72 31 134
TOTAL 150 134 19 73 56 56 413 75 280 129 488
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Table 7.9 Metalinguistic terms related to “text, genre and speech” that occur in the interaction 
within the last collaborative writing task (006) in both years

Domain
Technical and 
nontechnical terms

Comments and  
metalinguistic topics

Grade 
2 – 2015

Grade 
4 – 2017 Subtotal Subtotal Total

D3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Text, 
genre 
and 
speech

Story(stories) 8 16 4 3 4 11 31 15 24 7 46

Short story 3 3 0 3 0 3

Text 8 2 1 2 11 2 8 3 13

Title (mentioning  
it with other 
words)

1 1 0 0 1 1

Text planning 1 1 1

Idea(s) 5 4 1 2 10 2 5 5 12

The end/to finish 
the text

3 1 1 5 0 3 2 5

Big text 1 1 0 0 1 1

Character (reasoning about 
its characterization, even 
not mentioning this term)

2 1 3 0 2 1 3

Past 1 1 0 0 1 1

(main) character 2 4 2 1 1 7 8 9 6 2 17

Implicit allusion to the 
narrator (pragmatic concern)

1 1 0 0 1 1

To repeat/repeat (implicitly) 2 2 0 0 2 2

Vocabulary (discussion 
about lexemes)

5 7 2 14 0 5 9 14

Direct/indirect speech  
(they make use of both,  
but not of these terms)

2 1 3 0 2 1 3

Character talk 1 1 1 2 1 1 1 3

Dramatic text 1 1 0 0 1 1

Sequence of actions 
(coherence implicitly)

2 1 3 0 2 1 3

Likelihood 2 1 3 0 2 1 3

Environment 1 1 0 0 1 1

Title 9 3 1 1 13 1 12 1 14

Someone mentions  
that the text is not good/
needs to be improved

4 4 4

Text addition 2 1 3 0 2 1 3

Topic disambiguation 1 1 0 0 1 1

Theme 4 4 0 4 0 4

Question 1 1 0 1 0 1

Part (of the story) 1 1 0 1 0 1

Thriller 1 1 0 1 0 1

Free (activity/text) 1 1 1

Oriented (text) 1 1 1

Adventures 1 1 1

Imagination 1 1 1

Where will it 
happen

1 1 1

To invent 2 2 2

Reader 1 1 1

Subtotal 62 23 7 30 14 24 129 31 81 44 160
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Table 7.10 Metalinguistic terms related to “graphics” that occur in the interaction within the last 
collaborative writing task (006) in both years

Domain
Technical and 
nontechnical terms

Grade 
2 – 2015

Grade 
4 – 2017 Subtotal Subtotal Total

D3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Graphics Right/crooked sheet 2 2 0 0 2 2
Page 1 1 0 0 1 1
Space (“right together 
with comma”)

1 1 0 0 1 1

“Leg” of a letter 1 1 0 0 1 1
Line 2 3 5 0 5 0 5
To write 18 17 1 2 18 6 55 7 35 20 62
Written 2 2 0 2 0 2
Little scratch/scratch 
(=erasure)

3 1 4 0 4 0 4

To scratch (erase) 1 1 0 1 0 1
To delete 3 3 0 3 0 3
Rubber/little rubber 6 1 7 0 6 1 7
Pen 1 11 9 2 3 6 17 15 12 5 32
Sheet 3 1 4 3 5 3 0 8
Letter (=handwriting) 1 1 1 1 1 0 2
Paper 2 0 2 0 0 2
To write down 1 0 1 0 0 1

Subtotal 36 36 11 10 21 20 103 31 72 31 134

When no “comments and metalinguistic topics” were found, we do not include this column

Example 7.1

Estamos a escrever sempre ‘era uma vez’; Por que é mesmo que temos que escrever sempre 
‘era uma vez’? (2015_D5_006)

Our translation:
We are always writing “once upon a time”; Why do we even have to write “once upon 

a time”?

Noticeable enough is also the fact that in this case the students are the main protago-
nists of MT (129 occurrences vs. 31 by the teacher). Let us recall that, within 001, 
the teacher talked predominantly before students start writing about instructions and 
procedures to comply with research protocol.

Graphics (Table 7.10) is now the second domain to be mentioned (134 oc.), with 
comments referring to the organization of the text in the writing sheet and the usage 
of writing instruments, as well as observations concerning legibility and revising/
editing:

Example 7.2

Mas, primeiro ele tem que salvar para depois pôr o Lobo nesse sítio (2017_006_D3)
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Table 7.11 Metalinguistic terms related to “spelling” that occur in the interaction within the last 
collaborative writing task (006) in both years

Domain

Technical and 
nontechnical 
terms

Comments and 
metalinguistic 
topics

Grade 
2 – 2015

Grade 
4 – 2017 Subtotal Subtotal Total

D3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Spelling Letter names 18 65 1 2 86 0 83 3 86
(Capital) letter 1 1 2 4 0 2 2 4
Doubt (o or u, 
and others)

1 1 2 0 0 2 2

Correction 
(upper case vs. 
lower case)

1 1 0 0 1 1

Correction 
(readability)

1 1 0 0 1 1

Error (spelling 
correction)

2 2 7 1 11 1 4 7 12

Accent 4 2 6 0 4 2 6
Hat (circumflex 
accent)

1 1 0 1 0 1

Big letter 2 2 0 2 0 2
Dash 
(=hyphen)

1 1 2 4 0 1 3 4

Little dash 
(=hyphen)

1 1 0 1 0 1

Reference to the 
slope of the 
graphic accent 
(not mentioning 
its technical 
designation)

2 2 0 2 0 2

Spelling rules 1 0 1 0 0 1
Subtotal 31 69 0 6 15 2 121 2 100 21 123

Table 7.12 Metalinguistic terms related to “punctuation” that occur in the interaction within the 
last collaborative writing task (006) in both years

Domain
Technical and 
nontechnical terms

Grade 
2 – 2015

Grade 
4 – 2017 Subtotal Subtotal Total

D3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Punctuation Period(s) 3 1 3 3 1 9 2 3 6 11
Comma(s) 1 8 1 9 1 1 8 10
Quotation marks 3 2 5 0 3 2 5
Paragraph(s) 4 1 2 5 2 0 5 7
Two points 1 1 0 0 1 1
Dash 4 4 1 8 1 4 4 9
Exclamation mark 2 2 4 0 0 4 4
Little dot (period) 1 1 0 0 1 1
Question mark 1 1 0 1 0 1
Trace (dash) 1 1 0 1 0 1
Idea per paragraph 1 0 1 0 0 1

Subtotal 13 0 1 25 6 6 44 7 13 31 51
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Table 7.13 Metalinguistic terms related to “grammar” that occur in the interaction within the last 
collaborative writing task (006) in both years

Domain

Technical and 
nontechnical 
terms

Comments and 
metalinguistic 
topics

Grade 
2 – 2015

Grade 
4 – 2017 Subtotal Subtotal Total

D3 D5 T D3 D5 T S T 2nd 4th

Grammar Inflection 
(verbal, form 
of address)

1 1 0 0 1 1

Inflection 
(verb tense)

1 1 0 0 1 1

Noun 2 6 8 0 8 0 8
Word 5 3 5 3 5 0 8

They discuss 
sentence 
building

1 1 0 1 0 1

Writing rules 1 0 1 0 0 1
Subtotal 8 6 0 2 0 4 16 4 14 2 20

Our translation:
But first he has to save and then put the wolf in that place.

This is an interesting phenomenon, since this was the less frequent domain in the 
first tasks, which may lead us to suppose students can now accommodate a huger 
reflection combining more variables to put a text together: not only they talk about 
textual genre issues but also they interact about writing configuration and spelling:

Example 7.3

(Continua escrevendo enquanto B. fala, soletrando as palavras) [Ca] Ca-pu [pu] chiii [chi] 
nho [nho], es-taaa-va [estava], aaa-cor-ren [acorren] ta [ta] da [da] [2017_006_D3]

Our translation:
(Continues writing while B. speaks, spelling out the words) [Li] Li-ttle Reeeeeed Ri [ri] 

ding Hood waaaaaas chai-ned.

Example 7.4

Não é com esse, é vô! (Ele pega a caneta da mão de S. e tenta escrever, mas ela o impede) 
[2015_D5_006]

Our translation:
It’s not like this one, it’s grandpa4! (He takes the pen from S.’s hand and tries to write, 

but she stops him)

This latter domain indeed conquers the third place in students’ dialogue (123 oc.), 
still with the name of different letters high above other MT (Table 7.11). Other than 
that, different types of corrections are made related to the use of capital letters, 

4 He is indicating, in Portuguese, which type of written accent to use, circumflex.
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accents and diacritics and to common doubts due to the non-univocal correspon-
dence phoneme-grapheme in Portuguese, as well as an urge to make handwriting 
clearer. Punctuation (Table  7.12.), which was a big concern for students at the 
beginning, collects now only 51 occurrences, with “period”, “comma” and “dash” 
still storing the upper incidence. The fact that the students are writing stories – nar-
rative texts – has certainly to do with this, since punctuation also has to do with the 
textual genre.

MT related to grammar (Table 7.13) are again the less stated (total of 20), with 
“noun” at the top and also “word”.

We are to compare the students’ performance in 2 years, and we observe that 
there is only one domain in which students produce more MT: punctuation. Let us 
recall though that this was, at this point, one of the less common mentioned. 
Previously, at the first collaborative processes, punctuation also experienced a great 
rise. Other than that, a significant decrease of MT is observed in grade 4 (129 com-
pared to 280 oc. in the 2nd year), exactly the opposite trend when compared to the 
writing processes of the first collaborative tasks. These facts make us suppose that:

• Even if punctuation doesn’t collect massive references, it keeps being a problem-
atic issue when students write.

• It seems to have happened what we may call a “task saturation”, given that the 
students performed better in terms of having writing conversations – considering 
that mentioning a bigger amount of MT indicates that students are discussing 
what they are writing – at the first collaborative tasks. In fact, we consider a high 
amount of MT a sign of writing engagement in the task.

• We may also hypothesize students at grade 4 may be more “school sick” and may 
invest less in their tasks; in spite of this radical statement, there seems to exist 
specific reasoning about certain topics, like shown above.

• Another relevant interpretation is that the abondance of MT reflects students’ 
doubts: the decrease of MT may indicate as students get older, they feel more 
confident and have less questions. They may have automatized some writing 
subprocesses and may be questioning and discussing more detailed issues, like 
hypothesized above.

We may also relate these last two hypothesis with the biggest variety of MT in 
some domains mentioned in 006 productions:

• Text, genre and speech: from 22 different MT (in 001) to 35, considering techni-
cal, nontechnical and comments with no specific terms but directing to important 
concepts

• Grammar: 9 MT in 001 and 6 in 006
• Spelling: 14 MT in 001 and 13 in 006
• Punctuation: 13 in 001 and 11 in 006
• Graphics: 4–16 in 006

In fact, in what concerns text, genre and speech, students reflect about more 
issues than before, also being able to conciliate that with the graphical organization 
and clarity of the text. In the other domains, the decrease observed is reduced.
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7.7.2  Narrative Quality and Metalinguistic Activity

According to the evaluation of the judges, the narrative quality of each text obtained 
the score below (Graph 7.1).

As we can see, the narrative quality of D3 (286) was better than the narrative quality 
of D5 (234), both in the 2nd year (D3  =  137  ×  D5  =  96) and in the 4th year 
(D3 = 149 × D5 = 138). Only the 1st production of the 4th year made by D5 scored 
slightly higher. Likewise, the MT verbalizations of D3 were also in greater numbers. 
As indicated in the previous section, in total 427 MT were verbalized by D3 and 380 
MT by D5. This difference remains in the verbalizations included in the “text, genre 
and speech” domain and in the “punctuation” domain, both more directly related to the 
items evaluated by the judges. D3 verbalized 243 MT, while D5 verbalized only 101 MT.

The dyad with the highest number of MT, particularly associated with the 
domains linked to the parameters evaluated by the judges – text, gender and speech 
and punctuation – is also the dyad that collects the best scores in narrative quality, 
according to the judges’ evaluation. Considering the verbalization of MT (technical 
or not) and/or topics related to metalanguage as a reflection of some metalinguistic 
competence, the fact that the dyad with better texts has more MT seems to confirm 
our hypothesis that a greater metalinguistic competence translates into in higher 
textual quality.

Regarding the way in which the MT verbalizations occur, there are different 
aspects to be observed. The first concerns the recognition of the textual object. For 
example, during the linearization of Little Red Riding Hood’s request for help (2nd 
D5T6), D5 writes without any verbalization of MT related to the character’s speech 
or punctuation marks that may characterize this speech: “Ela gritou: Socorro! 
Socorro!” (“She shouted: Help! Help!”).

Student SA, when linearizing the Little Red Riding Hood cry for “help”, just 
uses the comma to separate the repeated lexicon, without mentioning any MT. During 
the construction of this speech, neither the writer student nor the dictating student 
verbalized MT associated with punctuation or dialogue, such as “capital letter”, 
“dash”, “colon” or “exclamation”. This lack of verbalization referring to the 
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“punctuation” domain is also indicated in Table 2.4. This duo, in 2015, had not 
verbalized any punctuation marks during the manuscripts under construction. It is 
worth noting that the school manuscript “O dia na floresta” (“The day in the for-
est”), in addition to the single “comma”, uses only four capital letters and two full 
stops. The lack of verbalization of these MT, associated with the low occurrence of 
inscriptions of punctuation marks, would suggest little knowledge and/or non-auto-
mation of textual objects related to this domain.

During this same textual production activity, the other pair (D3) indicates a dif-
ferentiated metalinguistic knowledge. Let’s see how this occurs in the text-dialogue 
(TD)5 transcribed below.6

TD1: 00:16:51–00:17:59: D3, linearizing the Bad Wolf’s speech (“Where is Little 
Red Riding Hood going?”), during the writing of the school manuscript “Little 
Red Riding Hood and Spiderman”, written on March 3rd, 2015.

258. BE: Éé... (Ditando) ‘Onde que tu vais, Capuchinho?’ (Olhando NI começando a escrever, 

no início da linha 5, a fala do Lobo Mau, sem o travessão: “onde” [on]). Falando com 

ênfase) Não! (Apontando o início da linha. Explicando o uso do travessão) Quando estás a 

falar, põe-se um tracinho. (Ainda apontando com o índex o início da linha 5) Aí, 

travessão.

259. NI*1: Um travessão?

260. BE: Sabes o que é que é isso?

261. NI*: (Mexendo negativamente a cabeça) Não!

262. BE: Põe um tracinho aqui à frente. (NI escrevendo o travessão [-] no início da linha 5, 

antes de [on]) Certo. 

263. NI*: (Continuando a escrever ‘onde’) ...on... de [de]...

264. BE: Olha, e tens que pôr com letra maiúscula... porque isto é igual a ponto final, igual ao 

ponto de interrogação... (NI rasurando [onde] e escrevendo [Onde]. BE voltando a ditar) 

‘On-de... vais Capuchinho... Vermelho?’ (NI escrevendo [vai Capuchinho2 vermelho? ]

1The asterisk indicates which student is writing. The other student is responsible for dictating.
2Spelling mistake by students: it should be “Capuchinho” (Little Red Riding Hood).  

 

5 TD is the text-dialogue, as proposed by Calil (2016). TD is characterized by indicating the time, 
the dialogue and what was effectively linearized in the current manuscript. We highlight in red the 
verbal recognition of the textual objects; in blue, the spontaneous comments about these textual 
objects; and in the green block, what was inscribed on the sheet of paper, when it was inscribed. In 
bold, we indicate the verbalized MT.
6 The TD are not translated since our comments after point out the main points to be observed. 
Moreover, students’ hesitations and strategies to spell it out in the Portuguese language are harder 
to imitate in English; also, inter-comprehension strategies might be put into place.
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Fig. 7.1 Fragment of the manuscript “Little Red Riding Hood and Spiderman”, with arrows 1 and 
2 indicating the recognized textual objects (2D3T6)

We highlight in Fig. 7.1, with arrows 1 and 2, the two tension points that indicate 
the students’ returns which will result in the erasure identified in the word “onde” 
(“where”). These returns were due to the recognition of the textual object “dash” 
and then “capital letter”.

The recognition of the first textual object appears as soon as NI starts writing the 
speech of the Big Bad Wolf character, at the beginning of line 5. BE, seeing that NI 
did not make the dash, returns to this point, highlighting the lack of this punctuation 
mark, verbalizing his/her name. About this textual object, there are two metalinguis-
tic comments that express the student’s way of thinking and contribute to the quality 
of the narrative, in the item “diálogo”/“dialogue”. The first comment, in addition to 
verbalizing the MT, both the technical term “dash” and the nontechnical term 
“dash”, explains its rule of use: “quando estás a falar, põe-se um tracinho. Aí, 
travessão” (“when you are talking, put a dash. There, a dash.”) (turn 258, BE). This 
metalinguistic activity has the status of a textual revision on what had already been 
linearized by NI. For the same reason, about this textual object “dash”, there is yet 
another comment, this time indicating its graphic-spatial aspect: “Põe um tracinho 
aqui à frente [antes da sílaba “on”]. Certo.” (“Put a little dash here ahead [before the 
syllable “on”]. Right.”) (turn 262, BE).

Right after the addition of the dash by NI, during turn 262, the student continues 
the linearization of writing the word “onde” (“where”), keeping [on] as it was 
inscribed (with a lowercase letter) and adding only the syllable [de]. In another 
subsequent scriptural action of a revisional nature, the dictating student BE recog-
nizes the presence of the lowercase letter, verbalizing the MT “letra maiúscula” 
(“capital letter”) and explaining: “porque isto é igual a ponto final, igual ao ponto de 
interrogação....” (“because this is equal to the full stop, equal to the question 
mark....”) (turn 264, BE). When explaining, she does not justify the need for use, 
mentioning her basic rule: at the beginning of the sentence, she must use a capital 
letter. However, her metalinguistic activity mobilizes another very interesting argu-
ment. BE spontaneously compares the use of the capital letter after the “travessão” 
(“dash”) with the use of capital letter after the “period” and after the “question 
mark”, characteristic common to the uses of these punctuation marks.

In Table 7.12, we have 13 MT verbalizations about punctuation, by D3, in the 
2nd year. In the narrative quality dialogue item, evaluated by the judges, this story 
(2nd D3T6) got a score of 13/20, while the story 2nd D5T6 was scored 8/20.

The interactional dynamics involving these returns, recognitions and comments, 
despite having been established in the brief chronological space of 68 seconds, sug-
gests that the verbalization of names of punctuation marks would be associated with 
their use and function. When the verbalization of the MT is accompanied by 
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comments, we can observe the way in which students explain or justify the use and/
or function of the MT in question.

Another mode of occurrence of MT can be related simply to the fact that the 
story is being written, without there being any doubts or questions about its use or 
function, as we will show in the dialog below.

TD2: 00:21:25–00:21:28: D5, linearizing Little Red Riding Hood’s scream 
(“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!!”), during the writing of the school manuscript 
“Little Red Riding Hood 2”, written on March 2nd, 2017.

104. SA*: (Lendo o que escreveu nas duas primeiras linhas) Um dia… a Capuchinho ia 

passear... mas apareceu…o lobo-mau... lobo-mau... dois pontos [:]...

105. CRI: Eu posso trocar esse... (SI) (Apontando com o indicador a palavra ‘mas’, escrita 

ao final da linha 2. SA escrevendo no início da linha 3 [- A]) ...’mas’ por ‘e’... por 

‘e’... ‘apareceu o Lobo mau’.

106. SA*: (Batendo levemente e afastando a mão de CRI) Não!

.

 

 

Student SA from D5 is also the one who writes, as she was in 2nd D5T6. 
However, 2 years later, the student no longer writes without using the proper punc-
tuation to mark direct speech. Now, when introducing Little Red Riding Hood’s 
speech, she simply mentions the name of the punctuation mark (colon). Subsequently, 
when starting the linearization of the character’s scream, the student makes the dash 
and capital letter without even verbalizing them. There is, at that moment, no ten-
sion in her inscription (Fig. 7.2).

This indicates two differences from the two previous examples. The first one is 
the proper use of punctuation marks related to the introduction of direct speech in 
the fictional narrative. The second difference lies in the fact that this use and its 
function are learned and automated by the student, not generating more questions 
about its pertinence or suitability for the manuscript under construction, as it had 
also occurred during the manuscript produced by D3 in the 2nd year (2nd D3T6).

These differences do not seem to allow the establishment of clear relationships 
between MT verbalizations and narrative quality. We understand that the verbaliza-
tion or non-verbalization of certain MT during the ongoing manuscript would need 
to be understood in relation to what is being effectively linearized and recognized as 

Fig. 7.2 Fragment of the manuscript “Little Red Riding Hood 2”, D5, written in March 2nd, 2017, 
with highlighted signs introducing the character’s speech (4D5T6)
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a textual object. In the first case (2D5T6), we saw that the punctuation marks were 
not inscribed, nor did the students verbalize any MT when linearizing “ela gritou 
socorro, socorro” (“she shouted help, help”). In the second case (2D3T6), student 
BE identified the need for two textual objects (punctuation marks), naming them 
and explaining why they would be necessary. In the third case (4D5T6), there seems 
to be a more advanced understanding of the use and function of punctuation marks 
that mark direct speech. This is evidenced by the correct use of those punctuation 
marks and the absence of the student’s verbalizations about this particular linguistic 
topic. That is, as the student gets better at understanding the use and function of 
punctuation marks and accurately registering these punctuation marks, the less he 
interrupts the writing process with the verbalization of questions or explanations 
about their use.

However, if we consider the scores of the item “diálogo” (“dialogue”), evaluated 
by the judges (63 points for D3 manuscripts and 47 points for D5 manuscripts), and 
the occurrences of MT verbalizations associated with this item, we would have a 
correlation between the textual quality and verbalizations. In other words, when 
some MT are in a learning process (before their uses are understood and automated), 
verbalization seems to indicate a greater concern with the quality of the narrative 
being produced.

7.8  Final Remarks

Within this study, we were able to analyse the writing process of dyads of children 
while composing eight stories, four in grade 2 and another four 2 years later, in grade 
4. The access to the process and to the product made us able to observe their gram-
matical choices on paper as well as in dialog; also, we had their narrative quality 
assessed and could put hypotheses and find evidence, either to robust them or to 
bring more clarity about the need to take into account both the process and the prod-
uct when it comes to know (the quality of) children’s writing, as we will synthesize.

Globally, at the last collaborative process, students named more MT. Spelling 
and punctuation at first more abundant gave place to “text, genre and speech” in 
006, followed by “graphics” and “spelling”. Children verbalized more MT than the 
teacher.

Let us now see more in detail a summary and a few examples of students’ writing 
processes within 006  in grade 4 (2017), analysed for the first time for the study 
presented here. Regarding D3, there is minimal explicitness, although centred on 
the lexical dimension, for example, “assombrado” vs. “abandonado” – “haunted vs. 
abandoned”; in fact, choosing one or another of these words is taken up in three 
major moments, the one when a decision is taken, another one when one child 
undertakes criticism of her colleague due to her lack of understanding of the words’ 
difference and, finally, a clarification of the difference by the one who criticized and 
“saved the solution” for later.
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We recognize text density and congruence, as well as a coherence between plan-
ning and production. A simple narrative strategy is adopted: two opponents and an 
adjunct, who will help and save those in trouble. D3 takes on multiple reads through-
out production, retroactive as well. One can also observe a moment of pragmatic 
awareness, anticipating how the reader will understand the story. Simultaneously, 
there is also reasoning according to the knowledge of the world (for instance, when 
they correct their writing, stating that years of imprisonment are not defined by the 
prisoner, so the text must convey to the world people know). We would say that the 
strongest textual values for this dyad are to avoid repetition and the need to vary 
vocabulary.

D5 performed a retroactive reading mainly located in words; we diagnose, and 
then this immediate reading does not serve to propel the rest of the narrative. This 
laconic reading has consequences: the lack of clarity coming from the explanation 
of a simple inference, cumulative writing without orientation of the role of the char-
acters, redundancy, many ambiguities, illogical and hasty advances. Moreover, one 
of the mandatory characters to include in the narrative ended up not fulfilling any 
function (Spider man); indeed, D5 never noticed this problem, neither solved it. The 
story ends with a succession of unresolved conflicts.

We observed in D5’s dialogue an absence of reflection, dispersion and non- 
continuity of reasoning. The children kept writing while running the pen, very 
cumulatively, without planning control. References to punctuation and spelling pre-
dominate, although there is a noticeable lack of punctuation.

These summaries coincide with the dyads’ scores both in textual quality (D3 
performed better in almost all writing situations) and “dialogue” (which was rele-
vant in the analysis made here) (D3 again did better). D3 also verbalized more 
MT. These facts together seem to confirm our hypotheses that more MT might mean 
a better text. Nevertheless, we made clear that an attention to the process and the 
product shows that sometimes MT are not mentioned nor used; or MT are men-
tioned and used; or they are not mentioned, but they are used. This certainly 
strengthens the importance of having pedagogical devices, which foresee the moni-
toring of children’s writing by the teacher more closely, allowing them to return 
reflexively to their texts when the need emerges. This being said, one cannot sup-
pose MT are the only sign of metalinguistic knowledge; this knowledge might be 
guiding the writing at certain aspects when children no longer need to make their 
options explicit, because they relate to acquired concepts, for instance.

Our conclusions lead us to emphasize the need of putting in action a formative 
assessment both of process and textual products, since they inform us how to guide 
the students and plan teaching. Indeed, collaborative writing was/is good on many 
levels, but under certain conditions of possibility, we might say:

• The importance of class work/writing/metalinguistic reflection that serves as a 
model for those moments when children write alone or among them.

• Teacher prompting might lead to more student engagement – in many situations, 
students may perhaps have seen their mistakes if the teacher had drawn their 
attention to them. This leads us to also suggest students should be instructed to 
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call the teacher while they are writing, and when they face the need, so that the 
teacher will be able to help solve dilemmas. We have also seen it is (it would be) 
beneficial that the teacher shall circulate and read their ongoing work as well, 
given that they are not always aware of their gaps.

• The possibility to interrupt the dyad’s writing, on its own initiative, to ask a ques-
tion to the entire class.

• The teacher monitoring of the writing process may be so specialized at the point 
that (s)he may choose an excerpt from a dyad for detailed reading to detect and 
solve problems – that would be, as we may call it, a “Detailed Reading of Student 
Text” (DRST, in Portuguese, “Leitura Detalhada do Texto do Aluno”, LDTA). It 
would also be possible for teacher to present students the comparison between a 
student excerpt and teacher reconstructed excerpt.

• Students should be motivated to have a paper to write down thoughts while they 
write, because a difference was observed between what they actually write down 
and what they had said out loud (what they say varies, and good options are lost, 
as we have seen while analysing these processes).

Above all, there is an extreme need for the teacher to question students during the 
writing process. We observed that writing was conducted by children based on their 
mode of action/knowledge, sometimes resulting in lower-quality texts plenty of 
easy-to-overcome gaps. Therefore, these collaborative devices should include a 
very active teacher who is willing and able to know about the children’s writing 
plan, provide guidance, compare “plan” and “accomplishment”, and lead to the 
rewriting of the text, if necessary; or, at least, to look at a particular part of the text 
and analyse aspects such as – the evolution of the action; microstructure – incon-
gruities, ambiguities. In this device that we analysed, students were invited to a final 
reading, but lots of dimensions together make of a narrative a good narrative, and 
the teacher would be more able to conciliate those, and draw the attention, for 
instance, to assess the congruence between the conclusion and the rest of the text.

This sample of data analysed here is simply a tiny part of a huge longitudinal 
study comprising 10 dyads, at grade 2 and at grade 4, who have written individually 
at the beginning and at the end of the data collection and who have also written col-
laboratively 6 times in each school year (001 to 006, in grade 2 and grade 4). We 
have also collected teaching materials and students’ handbooks. Of course, this 
material is endless in terms of the possible analysis, but we would stress out the 
need to conduct a study whose results could have more statistical significance 
regarding writing quality and metalinguistic knowledge and the relationship 
between those. This highlights the need of the finest and quickest analysis instru-
ments, able to focus on specific assessment criteria. Needless to say, this material 
offers possibilities in other dimensions of teaching work, such us conflict manage-
ment, which, although in a small sample, proved to be a sore point during the chil-
dren’s interaction considered at this point.
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Chapter 8
The Development of Rhetorical 
Preferences in the Analytical Writing 
of Spanish Students from Elementary 
to Higher Education

Liliana Tolchinsky , María Dolores Alonso-Cortes Fradéjas , 
Teresa Llamazares Prieto , and Mercedes López Aguado 

8.1  Introduction

Analytical writing refers to the diverse text types that students are asked to produce 
in academic settings such as essays, descriptions, and reports. Analytical texts (ATs) 
are topic oriented; they are aimed at exposing information on a certain matter. 
However, when dealing with debatable topics, ATs require an argumentative com-
ponent in addition to the more expository one. The argumentative component serves 
to assert, defend, and support the writer’s standpoint on the topic, while the exposi-
tory, non-argumentative component supplies descriptions of contextualizing situa-
tions, elaborations on the topic, or definition of terms that might be or not directly 
related to the topic at stake.

The production of analytical essays throughout schooling has many advantages. 
It offers writers a meaningful context both to learn more about the subject matter 
and to improve argumentation abilities. Search for more information may be stimu-
lated by classroom activities, by the topic itself, or by the personal characteristics of 
the student. But the very process of analytical text production activates writers’ 
knowledge about the topic while affecting their awareness about how much they 
know about it; it has an epistemic effect. The ability to argue in a way that what is 
offered as true by the arguer is accepted as true by the addressee is a valuable skill 
in different contexts. It is a useful skill at home, at the working place, in social con-
texts, and mainly in educational contexts where argumentation is most often 
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formally introduced, practiced, and assessed. Attaining proficiency in analytical 
essays, that is, gaining full command of both argumentative and non-argumentative 
components, contributes to academic success.

In analytical essays, writers are expected to express their point of view on the 
topic and to persuade the audience of the validity of the point of view by the force 
of his argumentation (Tolchinsky et al., 2018). The audience are “those whom the 
orator wants to influence with his/her argumentation” (Perelman & Olbrechts- 
Tyteca, 1989 p. 55). Even though written texts are self-sustained/monological texts, 
there is always a dialogical basis for persuasion to occur (Ramírez, 2010; Stavans 
et al., 2019). It is essential for the writer to think of the (potential) reader to choose 
the ideas to be presented (Bazermann et al., 2016; Chala & Chapetón, 2012). As any 
communication process, the choice of linguistic and structural aspects of discourse 
chosen to produce an effect on the audience, what Purves (1988, p. 9) defines as 
rhetorical preferences, is open to a wide variety.

This study focuses on Spanish high schoolers’ and university students’ rhetorical 
preferences for expressing and backing their point of view on a controversial topic. 
We charted writer’s position toward the topic, whether the writer is in favor, is 
against, or has a two-sided position. We also examined the various orientations 
from which a standpoint is established, the scope of its reference, and the strength 
of its verbal formulation. In addition, we explored the type of grounding students 
provide to their standpoint.

The categories of analysis we applied in the present study were inspired by 
Berman et al.’s (2002) notion of discourse stance. The term discourse stance (DS) 
defines “a linguistically articulated form of social action” (Du Bois, 2007. p. 139), 
that is, a linguistic as well as social act to be interpreted within the scope of lan-
guage, social interaction, and sociocultural values. Taking a stance necessarily 
involves evaluation and/or assessment. Specific acts of stance-taking allow the 
speaker-writer to focus on a defined target and to activate socially relevant values to 
appraise the meaning and implications of specific events and participants (Du 
Bois, 2007).

In Berman et al.’s (2002) framework, DS involves three related dimensions: ori-
entation, attitude, and generality of references. Orientation concerns the relation 
between the three participating elements in text production and interpretation: 
sender (speaker or writer), text (narration or exposition), and recipient (hearer or 
reader). A sender orientation is subjective, and it tends to be affective or prescriptive 
reflecting the personal involvement of speaker-writers in the events and ideas that 
they transmit. Expressions like I think proceed from a sender-/writer-oriented view-
point. A recipient or audience orientation is communicatively motivated; it appears 
to be directed to the hearer-reader. A recipient orientation may be realized, for 
instance, by using second-person pronouns with generic reference like Spanish tú 
“arbitrario.” In contrast, a text orientation centers on the content of a piece of dis-
course in and of itself. This orientation can be realized in more personal or detached 
terms making use of metatextual terms. Attitude refers to the relation between a 
speaker-writer and the expressed situation. The epistemic attitude expresses a rela-
tion between a speaker-writer and the possibility, certainty, or evidence about the 
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truth of a given state of affairs; a deontic attitude entails a judgmental or evaluative 
viewpoint, while an affective attitude concerns the speaker-writer’s emotions with 
respect to a given situation.

Below we present three extracts of texts produced by elementary school students 
to illustrate how we adapted Berman’s framework to establish the categories we 
used for characterizing students’ rhetorical preferences. Thereafter, we outline pre-
vious studies on the development of linguistic and rhetorical features of analytical 
essays that inform the present one. Next, we advance the goals of the current study, 
the process of text gathering and analysis, and the results we obtained. Finally, we 
confer some conclusions and pedagogical implications.

8.2  Selected Illustrations of Rhetorical Options

All the students that took part in the study participated in a similar sequence of 
classroom activities, to be detailed later, and wrote about the same topic: freedom of 
movement to countries different from own. Below we present three extracts of texts: 
two (1 and 3) were produced by two students in the last year of secondary school, 
and the other one (2) was produced by a student in the last year of elementary school.

All the texts were segmented into rhetorical moves: spans of discourse that fulfill 
different communicative functions and served as units of analysis (Upton & Cohen, 
2009). The limits of each such unit in each text as well as the identification of its 
different types followed explicit criteria and careful validation (see Sect. 8.6). As 
examples, we selected one of the rhetorical moves in which the students express 
their standpoint on the topic from three different texts.1

Example 8.1
me parece

it seems to me
y estoy de acuerdo con
and I agree with
que haya libertad
let there be freedom
a la hora de viajar
when travelling
seas de la nacionalidad
whatever nationality
que seas
you are

1 In all examples, the participant’s production in Spanish is in italics, followed by its translation 
into English.
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Example 8.2
las personas deberían ser libres de elegir

people should be free to choose
dónde quieren vivir
where do they want to live
independientemente de dónde hayan nacido
regardless of where they were born

Example 8.3
si un día decides

if one day you decide
irte a vivir a otro país con otra cultura distinta a la tuya
going to live in another country with another culture different from yours
en ese país te tienen que dejar entrar
In that country they have to let you in.
porque es libre [*] decidir.
because it is free [*] to decide.
dónde vives
where do you live
pero siempre respetando su cultura su lenguaje y su nación
but always respecting their culture, their language and their nation

In the three examples, students claim in favor of freedom of movement to coun-
tries different from own. However, students’ position on this topic is differently 
oriented. In (1), the student takes a personal orientation; he provides an opinion 
taking a writer perspective. In example (2), the student reflects on the topic display-
ing a rather impersonal take. In contrast, example (3) has an audience orientation. 
The writer creates a dialogical basis with the reader (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, 
1989). She uses a second-person singular verbal form to envision the possibility of 
wanting to travel (“if one day you decide going to live in another country …”), and 
to this possibility, she dictates an obligation (“In that country they have to let you 
in …”). The generality of reference is noted in every move. Example 8.1 claims for 
freedom to move “whatever is your nationality”; the scope of reference in Example 
8.2 is “people” (“people should be free to choose”) and Example 8.3 embraces 
everyone willing to travel. Finally, the verbal formulation of the standpoint (close 
but not equivalent to attitude in Berman’s framework) also varies. In Example 8.2, 
it is assertive: the writer completely agrees with the freedom of move, and no condi-
tions are imposed. In Example 8.3, the claim is pronounced in a more tempered 
way; the writer imposes a “but” to the freedom to decide where to live: to respect 
the host country culture.
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8.3  Linguistic and Rhetorical Features of Analytical Essays

When producing a text, writers need to attend concurrently to content, discourse 
organization, syntactic packaging, and lexical choices. Thus, text features that were 
found to indicate ATs’ quality range across different linguistic domains. Previous 
studies on the same sample of Spanish monolinguals (Aparici et al., 2021) exam-
ined several indicators of ATs’ quality such as text length (in terms of words, 
clauses, and number of rhetorical moves). Indeed, producing a minimum amount of 
text is necessary for embracing the different components of analytical writing and 
therefore functions as an indicator of text quality across languages (Nelson & Van 
Meter, 2007). The same study also tracked several syntactic-discursive and lexical 
indicators of ATs’ quality such as use of interclausal markers, density of rhetorical 
moves, subordination, word length, lexical diversity, adjectives, and nominaliza-
tions. Results confirmed that text length, syntactic-discursive indicators (discourse 
density, DMs, and subordination), and participants’ lexical choices experienced sig-
nificant developmental changes. More experienced writers produced more content, 
more informative, and better-connected units of discourse, and their texts showed 
increased clausal complexity with more morphologically complex and diverse words.

Text structure was found to be another crucial indicator of text quality. Proficient 
writers’ decisions go top-down since a writing schema including genre and stylistic 
knowledge stored in long-term memory controls the whole writing process affect-
ing syntactic and lexical choices (Vande Kopple, 1998). In contrast, novice writers’ 
decisions are locally oriented; they depend more on writers’ previous local deci-
sions than on a central writing schema. Consequently, mastering the adequate text 
structure in analytical genres is assumed as an indicator of text quality. Textual 
structure is realized into spans of discourse that fulfill different communicative 
functions such as rhetorical moves (Upton & Cohen, 2009). The ability to integrate 
the different moves to fully reflect the communicative purpose of a genre is a major 
indicator of writing performance (Allen et al., 2019).

In Vilar and Tolchinsky (2021), we applied a move analysis for characterizing the 
development of ATs’ structure in the same sample of Spanish native speakers. We 
identified three main types of rhetorical moves: assertive moves, embracing the 
assertion of the writer’s standpoint; argumentative moves, which embrace the writ-
er’s standpoint with supporting reasons and/or evidence within the same move; and 
expository/non-argumentative moves that present data or reflections on the topic. 
That is, the writer standpoint may appear in a separate assertive move or as part of 
an argumentative one, while the expository moves may contain additional reasons, 
but they mostly include reflections on specific aspects of the topic or side issues 
unrelated to the topic at stake.

Vilar and Tolchinsky (2021) showed that some elementary school participants 
were already able to structure their texts integrating assertive and expository moves. 
However, it was not until high school and university that the text structure fully 
integrates assertive, expository, and argumentative moves. Moreover, the distribu-
tion of the different structures according to age/school level pointed to a 
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developmental transition from assertion-based texts, where the writer focuses on his 
or her standpoint as the key component of the text, to exposition-based texts, where 
provision and discussion of data and evidence become more dominant. That is, 
there is a developmental transition from texts containing mainly unsupported per-
sonal opinions to texts where reflections on the topic provision of reasons and back-
ing evidence prevailed.

Overall, students in upper elementary school are already able to express a stand-
point and ground it with evidence. However, we are ignorant of linguistic resources 
they activate for expressing their stance-taking. Is it in favor or against the topic at 
stake? From what perspective is the point of view pronounced? How general is the 
scope of this pronouncement? What is the quality of its grounding? The two studies 
just reported showed that syntactic, lexical, and structural indicators of AT quality 
are affected by school level. Would the different dimensions that characterize the 
quality of the standpoint and its grounding also be affected by schooling experi-
ence? The current study was designed to address these questions.

8.4  Study Goals and Methodological Approach

Our first goal was to trace the development of students’ rhetorical preferences for 
expressing and supporting their standpoint from upper elementary school through 
high school to university level. To keep with a developmental perspective, we con-
trolled for pedagogical input by applying an identical set of classroom activities in 
the three educational levels. This design enabled us to gauge the extent to which the 
developmental characterization is affected by pedagogical scaffolding (Goal 2). 
That is, which of the categories that served to characterize the quality of the stand-
point are modified after participating in classroom activities aimed at increasing 
students’ awareness of the features of analytical texts?

We examined a corpus of 88 texts written in Spanish-by-Spanish native speakers 
from León, Spain, a Spanish monolingual community. There were 28 elementary 
school students (M, 11.62 years; SD, 0.28), 30 high school students (M, 15.86 years; 
SD, 0.67), and 30 university students (M, 20.87 years; SD, 2.31). Most elementary 
schooler’s parents were graduates, while parents of secondary school students most 
were either graduates or high school graduates. At university level, parents’ educa-
tion level was spread between the two educational levels.

Participants were involved in a larger project that aimed to provide a develop-
mental framework that accounts for the individual variability and the developmental 
changes in the production of analytical texts written by students with different lin-
guistic profiles throughout schooling. During the sequence of classroom activities, 
participants wrote five texts about three topics. Given that our goal was to tap devel-
opmental changes as well as changes related to pedagogical scaffolding, we exam-
ined differences in student’s rhetorical preferences for composing the text produced 
before the implementation of classroom activities and at the end of these activities. 
The present study is based on a subsample of 88 texts, 2 per student. Texts were 
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randomly selected among those produced in response to the prompt what do you 
think about the freedom to move to countries other than their own. Results of a pilot 
showed that the selected topic triggered varied and rich responses. Students pro-
duced their texts in the context of their regular classes using a computer. They had 
30 minutes to complete the task.

8.5  Pedagogical Input

Later language and literacy development are closely linked to formal schooling 
(Olson & Oatley, 2014) with students showing a wide variation in success rate 
(Tolchinsky & Berman, in press). Accordingly, when attempting to trace develop-
mental paths in discourse-related language proficiencies such as text construction, it 
is imperative to control for pedagogical input to distinguish between changes that 
result from the ordinary course of development and those that are tied to pedagogi-
cal scaffolding. To this end, we developed a methodological design, already applied 
in the two studies just reported (Aparici et al., 2021; Vilar & Tolchinsky, 2021), that 
enable to distinguish between developmental changes – throughout school levels – 
and those that are mobilized by pedagogical input.

In both studies, we controlled for pedagogical input during the period of data 
gathering by applying an identical set of activities in all the classrooms that took 
part of the study. The selection of the classroom activities was guided by current 
models of writing development and processes and was intended to raise partici-
pants’ awareness on the main features of analytical writing. To be clear, our goal 
was not to prove the quality of the classroom activities against other forms of peda-
gogical action but to homogenize the pedagogical input and to distinguish between 
changes that occur in the texts throughout school level and those that occurred 
before and after the application of the classroom activities.

The set of activities was developed in seven lessons during which each partici-
pant was asked to produce five texts. Table 8.1 displays the sequence of activities in 
each lesson.

The first text (T1) was written before the set of classroom activities, the three 
following texts (T2, T3, and T4) were written during the program of activities, and 
the last one (T5) was written 1 month after the application of the program. We used 
the same prompt for T2, T3, and T4, whereas for T1 and T5, we used two different 
prompts. Consistent with the goal of providing a homogeneous pedagogical input, 
the classroom activities were identical for the three school levels, but teachers’ ver-
bal instructions in the different activities were slightly modified to provide adequate 
scaffolding to the younger group of participants.
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Table 8.1 Brief description of the classroom activities in each lesson

Lesson Learning activities

Lesson 1 Introduction of the context and purpose of the project and discussion of debatable 
topic examples based on students’ own experiences
Production of text 1 on Freedom of dress

Lesson 2 Pre-writing questionnaire: Students are asked to self-evaluate their knowledge on the 
topic
Production of text 2 on Freedom of movement
Post-writing questionnaire: Students are asked again to self-evaluate their knowledge 
on the topic

Lesson 3 Individual and shared text reading: Students read individually and with the teachers 
two texts on Freedom of movement expressing divergent standpoints and supporting 
evidence
Text analysis: In dyads, students discuss and underline the standpoint, arguments, and 
supporting evidence of each text and complete a workout sheet identifying these 
texts’ elements
Production of text 3: second text on Freedom of movement

Lesson 4 Text evaluation: In dyads, students go over two of the texts produced by their 
classmates and evaluate them using a rubric that focuses on author’s knowledge of the 
topic, clear and defined standpoint, evidence used, organization, vocabulary, and 
grammar

Lesson 5 Results: Students visualize the scores obtained in the previous evaluation and reflect 
on the results obtained by the group focusing on their weak and strong points
Authentic samples: For each key component, the teacher shows authentic 
(anonymous) samples extracted from lesson 3 texts for students to reason about the 
received scores

Lesson 6 Video: The project coordinators send a video message to motivate students for writing 
another text on the same topic
Production of text 4: third text on Freedom of movement

Lesson 7 Production of text 5 on Rewards and punishments 6 weeks after the intervention

8.6  Text Analysis

Each text was segmented in rhetorical moves, the unit of analysis. Several indicators 
served to define each move frontier: change in the communicative goal of the frag-
ment, change of topic, punctuation (periods), switch from affirmative to negative 
modality, and/or discourse markers.

Three main types of moves were identified: assertive, argumentative, and exposi-
tory. The first two contain a claim expressing the writer’s standpoint on the topic. 
However, assertive moves express the writer position on the topic without evidence 
grounding it within the same move. In contrast, argumentative moves contain both 
a claim expressing the writer’s standpoint and reasons, facts, statistics, and empiri-
cal proofs that function as evidence grounding the specific claim within the same 
move. Expository moves contain no claims but only facts or empirical data and defi-
nitions of terms that might be related to the topic but do not function as evidence for 
a specific claim. An inter-rater agreement between one of the authors and an inde-
pendent rater calculated on 100 texts (5% of the corpus) was .89 and on move type 
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identification was .94 with a Cohen’s κ .92. For the present analyses, we only coded 
assertive and argumentative moves because they explicitly manifest the writer out-
look that may appear in a separate assertive move or as part of an argumentative 
move. For each move, we coded five dimensions of these claims: (1) position, (2) 
orientation, (3) reference, and (4) verbal formulation. In addition, we coded (5) the 
kind of support/ground students provide to their standpoint that usually appears as 
part of the argumentative move:

 1. Position refers to the writer’s take on the topic at stake. It was coded as:

• In favor (PF)

Example 8.4
Tenemos que ayudar a la gente

We must help people
que lo necesita
who needs it
permitiéndole el acceso a nuestro país
allowing their access to our country
así como otros países deben permitirnos el acceso a nosotros
just as other countries must allow us to access

• Against (PA): centered in the negative aspects

Example 8.5
Solo que en otros países tampoco podemos acoger a todos

Only that in other countries we cannot welcome everyone either
porque son muchos
because they are many
y hay gente
and there are people
que está en contra de eso
who are against it

• Two-sided (PS): presents “the pros and the cons”

Example 8.6
La manera más fácil de solucionar este problema sería

The easiest way to fix this problem would be
prohibiendo la entrada de esta gente
banning the entry of these people
pero no es la solución
but it is not the solution
ya que son personas de grandes necesidades
since they are people of great needs
y deberían seguir desplazándose
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and they should keep scrolling
aunque esto debería estar controlado
although these should be controlled

• Neutral (PU)

Example 8.7
Es cierto

It’s true
que, en cuestiones geopolíticas, debemos determinar una serie de límites
that, in geopolitical matters, we must determine a series of limits
para poder estudiar una región
to be able to study a region
realizar transacciones comerciales
carry out business transactions
construir vías de transporte
or build transport routes
en definitiva, para organizar nuestro mundo
in short, to organize our world
pero no debemos olvidar
but we must not forget
que todos somos humanos
that we are all humans

 2. Orientation refers to the perspective from which the writer presents his/her 
standpoint. It can be:

• Writer oriented (CW): The writer approaches the topic from a personal per-
spective usually with first-person singular or plural verbal forms and provides 
an opinion/view, a personal appreciation that tends to be affective or prescrip-
tive, using obligation verbs.

Example 8.8
Personalmente opino

I personally think
que la libertad de desplazamiento es buena
that freedom of movement is good
si quieres hacer turismo en pequeñas cantidades
if you want to do tourism in small quantities

• Audience oriented (CA): The writer considers the (potential) audience, the opin-
ion of other people, with a frequent use of second-person singular verbal forms.

Example 8.9
Todas las personas somos libres

All people are free
y tenemos el mismo derecho
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and we have the same right

• Topic oriented (CT): The writer focuses on the content, reflecting on/qualifying 
the topic at stake without explicit mention of personal take. There are no affec-
tive components but an impersonal approach. Aspects of the topic are the object 
of the claim.

Example 8.10
Las personas deberían ser libres de

People should be free
elegir
to choose
dónde quieren vivir
where they want to live
independientemente de dónde hayan nacido
regardless of where they were born

• Meta-topic orientation (CM): The writer reflects on the topic and uses metatex-
tual terms to qualify his/her reflection. Although sometimes appear self- reference 
elements, the general reflection on the topic predominates. The writer may appeal 
to superordinate recasting of the topic.

Example 8.11
En conclusión, no debería prohibirse la entrada de ninguna persona a un país

In conclusion, no person should be prohibited from entering a country
sea de la cultura que sea
whatever his culture it is
de su raza, su religión
his race, his religion
porque esto en vez de ser una medida
because this instead of being a measure
para proteger el país
to protect the country
pasaría a ser un problema de discriminación
would become a problem of discrimination

• Setting/situation (CS): The writer brings a fact, a detail, and an information to set 
a context.

Example 8.12
América debería tener libre desplazamiento

America should have free movement
en el que todas las personas deberían ser libres
in which all people should be free
de ir
to go

8 The Development of Rhetorical Preferences in the Analytical Writing of Spanish…



180

donde quisieran
where they wanted

 3. Reference relates to how general or specific is the scope of the claim expressing 
the writer’s standpoint. The scope can be:

• General (RG): the claim has a general, ample scope.

Example 8.13
Todo el mundo tiene derecho a

Everyone has the right to
desplazarse a países distintos al suyo
move to countries other than their own
si viaja legalmente y con el equipaje adecuado
if you are traveling legally and with the proper baggage
También los minusválidos pueden viajar
Disabled people can also travel

• Specific (RS): the claim applies to a more specific group, context, or 
circumstance.

Example 8.14
y sinceramente lo que está haciendo Donald Trump

and honestly what Donald Trump is doing
me parece fatal
I totally don’t like
que haga una frontera con México
make a border with México
ya que no deja pasar a nueva gente a España
since it doesn’t let new people get Spain

 4. Verbal formulation refers to how the standpoint is expressed.

• Assertion (FA): a strong, firm statement.

Example 8.15
pero no debemos caer en el estereotipo

but we must not fall into the stereotype
y etiquetar a los ciudadanos de otros países por su gentilicio, por su credo o 
por su forma de vestir
and label the citizens of other countries by their ethnicity, by their creed or by 
their way of dressing

• Tempered assertion (FT): the use of qualifiers (modals, certain adjectives, etc.) 
reduces the scope or strength of the assertion.

Example 8.16
A mí me parece
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It seems to me
que deberían dar el dinero a los de nuestro país
that they should give the money to those of our country
y luego ya ayudar a los inmigrantes
and the help immigrants

 5. Support/ground provided to the writer standpoint:

• Topic oriented (GT): provides explanation/justification/reason to the topic

Example 8.17
Desde mi punto de vista está bien la libertad entre los diferentes países

From my point of view, freedom between different countries is fine
porque hay muchas ventajas
because there are many advantages
porque se disfruta de muchas cosas buenas
because you enjoy many good things

• Data/example (GD) related to the topic

Example 8.18
no por ello esta migración puede ser incontrolada

not for that reason that migration can be uncontrolled
(como está siendo)
(how is it going)
y provocar problemas económicos y laborales en las personas de origen de 
ese país, por ejemplo, con el paro
and cause economic and labor problems in the people of origin of that coun-
try, for example, with unemployment

• Social/legal (GS)

Example 8.19
A mí me parece

It seems to me
que hay mucha gente
that there are many people
que vive en países en guerra
living in countries at war
y necesitan
and they need
inmigrar a otros países
immigrate to other countries
para buscar ayuda
to seek help

• Personal (GP)
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Example 8.20
Pero también creo

But I also think
que es importante
that it is important
que haya un control en cada país
that there is a control in each country
de quiénes son
whose they are
los que entran y salen de él
those who enter and leave it
porque actualmente en un mundo donde vivimos con miedo por el terrorismo 
yo me siento más segura
because, currently, in a world where we live in fear of terrorism I feel safer
si esto se controla
if this is controlled

• No ground (GN)

Example 8.21
yo creo

I think
que las personas que vienen en pateras cruzando el mar y
that people who come in boats crossing the sea and
jugándose la vida para huir de su país
risking their life to flee their country
que está en guerra
which is in war
y cuando lleguen aquí
and when they get here
y que no les dejen pasar
and they don’t let them pass
me parece una injusticia
it seems to me an injustice

8.7  Results

The quality of student’s standpoint in analytical text writing was characterized in 
terms of (1) position toward the topic at stake, whether in favor, against, or two- 
sided position; (2) orientations from which the standpoint is established; (3) gener-
ality reference; (4) strength of the verbal formulation; and (5) type of grounding 
provided to the standpoint. We aimed at determining the influence of school level on 
these rhetorical preferences and then the extent to which preferences are modified 
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by pedagogical action. Accordingly, we first present results regarding text 2, the text 
produced before the application of the classroom activities, and, thereafter, the 
results concerning text 4 produced after the application of these activities.

8.7.1  Development of Rhetorical Preferences by School Level 
(Goal 1)

Each text was divided into rhetorical moves, spans of discourse that fulfill different 
functions and constitute our unit of analysis. Table 8.2 displays the number of rhe-
torical moves in text 2.

Most texts included one or two moves, and the few texts that include more than 
five moves were from high school and university. Some texts did contain moves that 
were neither assertive nor argumentative. They were expository moves containing 
reflections, reasons, or descriptions that might be related to the topic but did not 
manifest the writer standpoint. Thus, further analyses were focused on assertive and 
argumentative moves and excluded expository moves. Table 8.3 shows the propor-
tion of assertive and/or argumentative moves over the total number of moves.

The proportion of both assertive and argumentative moves diminished with 
school level. Assertive moves diminished across the three levels, while argumenta-
tive moves decreased from high school to university but without attaining 
significance.

In Table 8.4, we present the distribution of the assertive (MOAS) and argumenta-
tive moves (MOAR) by categories of analysis and school level. Due to the non- 
normal distribution of the variables, we applied the Kruskal-Wallis non-parametric 
test for independent samples to probe differences in the distribution of categories by 
school level and text.

Moves reflecting a position in favor of freedom of movement to move to coun-
tries were majority and showed an increase from elementary to high school but a 
further decline at university. However, only assertive moves reflecting a two-sided 
position, implying pros and cons in such freedom, increased significantly with 
school level (p  =  .049). Positions against that freedom were very scarce and 
decreased from elementary to high school with slight further increase at university. 
Moves that do not express a clear position were also very scarce, tending to decrease. 
Some other variables showed changes with school level but without attaining 
significance.

Centered writer orientation to endorse students’ point of view had an even distri-
bution across school level. Moves with audience, topic, and meta-topic orientation 
were lower in elementary school than in high school and university. In contrast, situ-
ationally oriented perspectives were more common in elementary and university 
level than in high school. General reference increased from elementary to high 
school with a slight decline in university, whereas specific reference was higher in 
elementary school but then increases at university. Finally, assertive verbal 
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Table 8.2 Number of rhetorical moves in text 2 by school level

Number of moves Elementary school High school University

0 5 4 8
1 9 5 7
2 8 8 6
3 4 5 2
4 0 4 3
5 2 1 2
6 0 3 1
7 0 0 1

Table 8.3 Proportion of assertive and/or argumentative moves over the total number of moves by 
school level

Elementary school
n = 28

High school
n = 30

University
n = 30

Moves Text 2
Assertive 20.67 17.55 14.00
Argumentative 19.74 19.57 11.14
Total 40.41 37.12 25.13

formulations of these moves were more popular than tempered formulations. While 
assertive formulations were higher in high school, tempered ones steadily increased 
with schooling.

As for argumentative moves, only two variables showed significant differences 
in their distribution by school level: a two-sided position toward freedom of move-
ment across countries (p = .005) and generality of reference (p = .038). Both argu-
mentative moves that reflected a two-sided position and moves with ample scope of 
reference increased from elementary to high school and then decrease toward uni-
versity. All other variables showed changes with school level, but none attained 
significance.

Argumentative moves in favor of freedom of movement were the preferred 
option increasing from elementary to high school and then decreasing in university. 
Position against showed an inverse pattern, occurrences in high school were lower 
than in elementary and university. Although very scarce, neutral positioning was 
higher in high school.

Moves that approached the topic from a writer orientation were more common 
than those that approached it from other perspective (audience, topic, meta-topic, 
and situational). However, these showed a similar distribution: increase from ele-
mentary to high school and decrease toward university.

Verbal formulation of claims was mostly assertive increasing from elementary to 
high school. A similar pattern was shown by tempered assertion although less com-
mon. Moves with grounds to support writer claims in terms of social concerns were 
the most common and increased from elementary to high school and then stabilized. 
Support in terms of topic-related issues, personal grounds or lack of grounds to 
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Table 8.4 Distribution of assertive (MOAS) and argumentative moves (MOAR) by categories of 
analysis and school level in text 2

Text 2 MOAS MOAR
Elementary 
school
n = 28

High 
school
n = 30

University
n = 30

Elementary 
school
n = 28

High 
school
n = 30

University
n = 30

Position In favor PF .68 .57 .57 .57 .77 .57
Against PA .07 .11 .11 .11 .07 .20
Two-sided 
PS

.14 .04 .04 .04 .37 .07

Neutral PU .00 .00 .00 .00 .07 .00
No 
positioning 
PN

.04 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00

Orientation Writer CW .43 .32 .32 .32 .47 .47
Audience 
CA

.11 .14 .14 .14 .17 .10

Topic CT .11 .07 .07 .07 .30 .17
M-topic 
CM

.04 .00 .00 .00 .07 .00

Situation 
CS

.25 .18 .18 .18 .27 .10

Reference General RG .50 .21 .21 .21 .77 .47
Specific RS .43 .50 .50 .50 .50 .37

Formulation Assertive 
FA

.57 .61 .61 .61 .80 .53

Tempered 
FT

.36 .11 .11 .11 .47 .30

Grounds Topic .04 .23 .20
Data .32 .27 .07
Social .32 .50 .47
Personal .04 .17 .07

support writers’ standpoints followed a similar pattern. In contrast, moves that 
grounded this standpoint with provision of data decreased with school level.

To sum, assertive and argumentative moves showed similar patterns of prefer-
ences across the three school levels in some categories. They were mostly in favor 
of freedom of movement between countries assertively pronounced from a writer 
orientation. Both types of moves showed tendency to increase to more distanced 
two-sided position. However, assertive two-sided moves significantly increased 
across schooling, while argumentative moves with a similar position increased up to 
high school and then decreased. In contrast, assertive and argumentative moves 
showed a different pattern of response in the scope of reference. While assertive 
moves embracing general reference tended to decrease from elementary school, 
argumentative moves with generality of reference tended to increase from elemen-
tary school. As students advanced in school level, the position implying pros and 
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cons (the two-sided position) was expressed by means of assertive moves with an 
ample scope of reference:

Example 8.22
Hay que buscar soluciones, sí

We must look for solutions, yes,
pero tampoco podemos darles todo
but we cannot give them everything
desde el primer momento
from the first moment either
pues todos somos iguales
because we are all equal
y tenemos los mismos derechos
and have the same rights

More than by means of argumentative moves that also restrict their scope of 
reference:

Example 8.23
En mi opinión, por una parte

In my opinion, on the one hand
está bien
it is good
que no los dejen entrar
that they are not allowed to enter
Como se ha visto hasta ahora
As seen so far
el Estado Islámico está utilizando esta situación
the Islamic State is using this situation
para introducir a las personas retornadas en los países europeos
to introduce returnees into European countries
Aún así,
Even so,
no debería [*] de pagar todos los justos por pecadores
all the righteous should not pay for sinners
ya que hay mucha gente
since there are many people
que sí tiene la necesidad de
who do need
abandonar su país
to leave their country
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8.7.2  Influence of Pedagogical Work on Rhetorical Preferences 
(Goal 2)

To assess the extent to which students’ rhetorical preferences for expressing asser-
tive and argumentative moves were influenced by classroom activities, we applied 
the same categories of analysis to text 4, produced after the classroom activities, and 
then compared the distribution of assertive and argumentative moves in text 2 and 
text 4 by means of a Wilcoxon signed rank test. Table 8.5 displays the number of 
rhetorical moves in text 4 by school level.

The number of moves across school level ranged from one to five. Most texts 
included more than two moves, and the distribution was quite similar across school 
levels. Only one text in high school but five in university lacked assertive and argu-
mentative moves. That is, texts without explicit mention of a standpoint were less 
frequent before applying classroom activities (text 2) than after the pedagogical 
work (text 4), but the differences were not significant (CHI = 10. 17.323 p = .068).

Table 8.6 displays the proportion of assertive and argumentative moves over the 
total number of moves.

The proportion of assertive moves did not show significant differences with 
school. It was slightly lower in high school compared to elementary and university 
level. In contrast, the proportion of argumentative moves decreased significantly 
with school level (p = .008).

Table 8.7 displays the distribution of assertive (MOAS) and argumentative moves 
(MOAR) by categories of analysis and school level.

Four features of assertive moves that point at a detached discourse stance 
increased significantly with school level: lack of clear positioning (PN p = .027), 
audience-oriented perspective (CA p = . 012), general scope of reference (RG p = . 
004), and tempered formulation (FT p = .035). Students choose to either hide their 
position vis-à-vis the topic at stake or put their audience in a purported situation to 
endorse it. Their claims have a general (impersonal) scope of reference (see Example 
8.13) and are verbalized in a mitigated way (see Example 8.16). Other changes 
shown by assertive moves due to school level did not attained significance.

Assertive moves reflecting a writer orientation were rather popular, slightly 
higher in high school than in elementary school but decreasing in university. Topic- 
oriented moves showed an even occurrence across the three school levels, while 
moves containing meta-topic reflections increased with school level. Standpoints 
based on concrete situations and specific scope of reference were higher at univer-
sity. Finally, the more assertive formulations steadily increased across the three lev-
els of schooling. Three variables related to the orientation from which the writer 
standpoint was taken showed significant differences in their distribution by school 
level. Claims from a writer orientation decreased significantly with school level 
(p = .000), whereas claims from a topic orientation increased significantly (p = .025), 
and claims centered in specific situations increased from elementary to high school 
but remained stable afterward. The tendency toward detachment with schooling that 
emerged in text 2 was reinforced in text 4. Assertive moves appear more nuanced 
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Table 8.5 Number of rhetorical moves in text 4 by school level

Number of moves
Elementary school
n = 28

High school
n = 30 University n = 30

0 0 1 5
1 5 5 2
2 12 6 7
3 6 12 7
4 4 6 6
5 1 0 3
Total 28 30 30

Table 8.6 Proportion of assertive and argumentative moves over the total number of moves

Moves
Elementary school
n = 28

High school
n = 30 University n = 30

Assertive 20.39 18.74 22.31
Argumentative 25.15 14.68 12.30
Total 45.54 33.42 34.61

because they were characterized by a less strong positioning, a broader more imper-
sonal scope of reference, and more tempered, audience-oriented perspective. At the 
same time, there was an increase in argumentative moves defending writers’ stand-
point considering the topic and specific situations related to it:

Example 8.24
Esto no siempre es bueno

This is not always good
ya que la mayoría de estas personas suelen tener
since most of these people tend to have
unos hábitos de vida muy diferentes a los de la sociedad
very different lifestyles from those of the society
a la que se trasladan
to which they move
lo que genera muchos conflictos sociales
which generates many social conflicts
que hacen
that mean
que nunca sean aceptados
that they are never accepted
También algunos de estos inmigrantes
Also, some of these immigrants
intentan entrar en el país de forma ilegal
are attempting to enter the country illegally
por lo que intentan entrar en la nación a costa de
thus attempting to enter the nation
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Table 8.7 Distribution of assertive (MOAS) and argumentative moves (MOAR) by categories of 
analysis and school level in text 4

Text 4 MOAS MOAR

Elementary
n = 28

High 
school
n = 30

University
n = 30

Elementary
n = 30

High 
school
n = 30

University
n = 30

Position In favor .61 .80 1.00 1.13 1.30 .94
Against .29 .23 .27 .48 .25 .29
Two-sided .25 .47 .33 .00 .05 .18
Neutral .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00
No 
positioning

.04 .00 .20 .00 .00 .06

Orientation Writer .86 .90 .63 1.35 .65 .35
Audience .04 .20 .43 .09 .10 .24
Topic .21 .23 .27 .09 .30 .47
M-topic .00 .07 .17 .04 .20 .06
Situation .07 .10 .30 .04 .35 .35

Reference General .32 .90 1.13 .57 .60 .59
Specific .86 .60 .67 1.04 1.00 .88

Formulation Assertive 1.07 1.23 1.27 .61 1.25 1.00
Tempered .11 .30 .53 .11 .40 .41

Grounds Topic .22 .15 .35
Data .39 .10 .12
Social .83 1.30 .82
Personal .17 .05 .24
None .00 .10 .00

poner en grave riesgo sus vidas
at the cost of serious risk to their lives

A Wilcoxon signed rank test comparing the distribution of assertive moves in 
text 2 and text 4 showed that the median of moves expressing both a position against 
freedom to move from own country (PA) and a two-sided position (PS) was higher 
in text 4 (p = .001 and p = .044, respectively). Similarly, the median of moves dis-
playing a writer-oriented perspective (p = .001), a specific reference (p = .002), and 
assertive formulations (p = .001) was significantly higher in text 4.

The same signed rank test comparing argumentative moves in text 2 and text 4 
showed that the medians of students’ position against freedom of movement (PA), 
two-sided positioning (PS), specific scope of reference (RS), and provision of 
grounds based on social concerns (GS) differed significantly. Moves against free-
dom of movement were more common in text 4 than in text 2 (p = 037); a two-sided 
positioning was higher in text 2 (p = .033), and moves with a specific scope of refer-
ence were more common in text 4 (p =  .025). Similarly, moves providing social 
reasons to support writers’ standpoint were concentrated in text 4.
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Results of the comparison drawn between texts 2 and 4 showed that after the 
application of the classroom activities, students’ standpoint was less assertively 
expressed. Students’ standpoint was nuanced by mentioning specific situations and 
events that appeared in the texts read in class that restrict the freedom of movement 
but without abandoning a writer orientation. However, texts become less controver-
sial (less argumentative moves and two-sided position more frequent in text 2) and 
supported by social reasons.

8.7.3  Developmental and Tutored Changes in Analytical 
Text Writing

We asked from students from upper elementary school through high school to uni-
versity to write on a controversial and actual issue: freedom of movement to coun-
tries different of their own. The topic was proposed at a time of strong migratory 
movements throughout Europe with mass media documenting the hardships suf-
fered by migrants when trying to cross borders.

Our first goal was to tap how these adolescents and young adults communicate 
their stance on the topic. We examined their rhetorical preferences before any peda-
gogical action, attempting to detect the changes that occur in the expression of their 
standpoint because of cognitive maturation and social and schooling experience. 
Indeed, formal education offers an “immersion in the conventions of comprehend-
ing and producing written texts in a variety of domains” (Olson & Oatley, 2014, 
p. 7). To characterize this act of communication, we used several dimensions that 
feature an act of stance-taking (Berman, 2005; Du Bois, 2007). We charted stu-
dents’ position toward the target topic (in favor, against, two-sided, or none), the 
orientation from which they established their standpoint (writer, audience, topic, 
meta-topic, or situational), how general or specific is the standpoint reference, and 
how assertive or tempered is its verbal formulation. We also explored the type of 
grounding students used (social, personal, topic based, situational).

Our second goal was to ascertain whether and how these untutored changes in 
the expression of stance-taking are modified by a pedagogical action. To this end, 
we supplied a set of classroom activities designed to raise students’ awareness on 
the distinguishing features of analytical writing. We controlled for pedagogical 
input to distinguish between changes that result from the ordinary/schooled course 
of development and those that are tied to pedagogical scaffolding.

As detailed in Table  8.1, the writing task was contextualized, and their goals 
were defined (lesson 1) so that repeated text writing on the same topic was moti-
vated. Students participated in individual and shared text reading of topic-related 
texts expressing divergent standpoints and supporting evidence (lesson 3). They 
discussed and identified standpoint, arguments, and supporting evidence of each 
text (lesson 3). Students also evaluated texts produced by their classmates using a 
rubric that focuses on author’s knowledge of the topic, clear and defined standpoint, 
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evidence used, organization, vocabulary, and grammar (lesson 4) and visualize the 
results obtained by the group focusing on their weak and strong points (lesson 5). 
Moreover, students reasoned about the evaluated text features using authentic exam-
ples (lesson 5).

We decided to raise students’ awareness to the components of analytical texts 
because of the role this text type plays in academic settings and its relationship with 
academic success. Certainly, academic essays require much more than an opinion or 
claims in favor or against a certain matter. They demand careful grounding of 
stance-taking and serious consideration of pros and cons.

The analysis of the written texts produced both before and after the classroom 
activities leads us to distinguish rhetorical preferences that are majoritarian from 
those that show a developmental pattern. Before participating in the classroom 
activities, students’ standpoint appeared in favor of freedom of movement, had an 
orientation centered on the writer opinions, feelings of beliefs, showed a general 
scope of reference – they referred to humanity and people – and it was assertively 
formulated, without nuances, and supported by social grounds. To assert their 
claims, students also mentioned concrete situations migrants face when crossing 
borders or measures taken by governors to impede movement across countries. 
Situationally oriented assertion functioned as a sort of empirical support.

This general pattern of preferences did not show significant changes throughout 
schooling except in a two-sided positioning and generality of reference. Overall, 
students’ standpoint on the topic appeared firm; one-sided; writer-centered; assert-
ively formulated, covering a wide reference; and grounded in social reasons. The 
dimensions that shape the overall quality of their standpoint did not suffer notable 
changes throughout schooling except for the reduced preference toward a two-sided 
position and generalized reference.

However, students’ participation in the classroom activities brought about impor-
tant changes. The number of dimensions affected by school level augmented, and 
the developmental changes these dimensions undergo pointed at a more detached 
and nuanced expression of students’ standpoint. After the classroom activities, we 
found a significant increase in lack of clear positioning, audience-oriented perspec-
tive, general scope of reference, and tempered formulation. Against the one-sided, 
writer-centered, assertively formulated standpoint in the texts produced before the 
activities, rhetorical preferences after the activities were differently distributed. 
Students were prone to avoid strong unilateral positioning; they created a common 
situation with the (potential) reader to frame their point of view and restricted the 
strength of the verbal formulation of their claim. These changes were notable in the 
assertive moves. However, argumentative moves were equally inclined toward a 
more detached expression of the standpoint. Claims from a writer orientation 
decreased significantly with school level, whereas claims from a topic orientation 
increased significantly, and claims centered in specific situations that served to sup-
port their view increased from elementary to high school.

The results of the analysis of the quality of stance-taking are aligned with previ-
ous findings (Vilar & Tolchinsky, 2021). Findings point at a transition from asser-
tive opinions to tempered, audience-oriented, and better-grounded standpoints in 
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response to a controversial topic. This transition is supported by results of the com-
parison across texts (before and after the application of the classroom activities).

Results of the comparison between expressions of standpoint in assertive moves 
across texts showed that positions against freedom of movement were more fre-
quent in the texts produced after the application of classroom activities. Results of a 
similar comparison drawn for argumentative moves showed that positions against 
freedom of movement, two-sided positioning, specific scope of reference, and pro-
vision of grounds based on social concerns were also more concentrated in text 4. 
Students’ standpoint was assertively expressed considering objections and minuses 
that restrict the freedom of movement. They also used specific situations and events 
that appeared in the texts read in class but without abandoning a writer orientation. 
However, texts became less controversial (with less argumentative moves) and more 
analytical.

This study is innovative in two aspects. Firstly, based on the notion of discourse 
stance (Berman, 2005), we have developed a framework for featuring the expres-
sion of standpoint in analytical writing. This framework details the different dimen-
sions that shape the expression of stance-taking position, orientation, reference, 
verbal formulation, and grounding.

Secondly, we have applied a methodological approach that helps to distinguish 
untutored changes in the expression of standpoint from those that are sensitive to 
pedagogical scaffolding. This approach provides both a developmental baseline for 
different school levels and points at specific abilities that are more challenging to 
educational intervention. In the current study, the application of this approach 
unveiled, for example, that an assertive, one-sided verbal formulation is a sort of 
baseline in elementary school. In contrast, tempered formulation and counterclaims 
are more challenging and later developing features of analytical text writing.

When properly dealt in the classroom, analytical essays offer an opportunity for 
young writers to express their voice and their individuality, something that is inher-
ent to youth but that, unfortunately, is often denied in writing tasks. However, this 
type of text requires a complex balance between opinion and evidence. Analytical 
essays require going beyond personal assertiveness providing proper grounding and 
anticipating counterargumentation. These specific requirements are not typical of 
the narrative or strictly expository texts with which students are more familiar. They 
explain why analytical writing is a far more protracted achievement 
(Schleppegrell, 2004).

8.8  Final Remarks

The analytical framework we applied and the results we obtained enable us to 
advance some suggestions to facilitate learning of analytical writing:
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Adjust Instruction to the Needed Resources of the Students
The different aspects we considered for featuring the expression and grounding of 
students’ standpoint may serve to guide teachers’ instructional actions for a better 
supply of the linguistic resources that students need to fulfill the communicative 
functions of analytical writing. Teachers could resort to a “bottom-up” explanation 
of analytical text features by means of illustrating and discussing different options 
of positioning, orientation, and verbal formulation instead of resorting to “top- 
down” characterizations of the text type that are usually schematic and general.

Enhance Self-Regulation
Similarly, highlighting expressive options and diverse ways of grounding own per-
spective would be useful for more precise feedback during text revision as well as 
for constructing analytical rubrics for text evaluation. Teachers’ provision of precise 
feedback and use of analytical instruments for self- and hetero-evaluation serve 
students to increase their repertoire of linguistic resources, find alternative expres-
sions, and identify errors during both the textualization and revision processes. The 
goal is to improve self-regulation by means of scaffolding strategies and tools that 
support the writing processes.

Integrate Reading and Writing Tasks (Reading to Write)
Our study showed that reading and discussing written materials that address the 
topic at stake constitute a useful source of linguistic means of expression and differ-
ent perspectives. Students’ rhetorical options are enriched by such activities, and 
their texts display more decentered as well as less one-sided and emphatic 
perspectives.

Further studies are needed to prove the applicability of the analytical framework 
we developed for this study to analytical texts on different topics. Moreover, the 
methodological approach we employed was useful for taping developmental 
changes and the effect of pedagogical action on syntactic and discursive features of 
analytical writing in previous studies (Aparici et al., 2021) and in the expression of 
stance-taking in the present one. Thus, future studies will be devoted to applying 
this approach to other features of analytical writing that need systematic research 
such as the quality of argumentation.
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Chapter 9
Morphological Analysis and Its Impact 
on Written Language Development 
in Children With and Without Language 
Disorders        

Paola Ramírez-Martinell  and Alejandra Auza 

9.1  Introduction

Children with oral language disorders are also known to develop difficulties con-
cerning written language (Stoeckel et  al., 2013). But when families consult a 
speech-language therapist, it is usually related to delays or difficulties in oral lan-
guage acquisition, so therapy tends to focus on speech and expressive language 
intervention for oral communication, leaving aside the acquisition of the written 
language system, which is regularly considered a school matter.

Although writing is not a school product, but a cultural object resulting from the 
collective effort of humanity (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1981. Personal translation), 
children relate to it through multiple ways. They do not wait to enter a classroom to 
start interpreting how written language works, how it is used, and what are its social 
purposes. Like other cultural objects, writing is an object of knowledge, something 
that can be reflected about, thought about, and theorized about. So, when we put 
children in situations where they can interact with written language, they do it 
(Ferreiro, 1983, 1991, 2006, 2018). But even when there is an identified evolution 
concerning the intellectual possibilities that children gradually develop around the 
writing system (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1979), there are cases where the language 
processing develops in atypical ways influencing in the expressive and receptive 
uses of oral and written language (Coloma et al., 2020; Coloma et al., 2010) and 
impacting on personal, social, academic, and professional areas (Braveman et al., 
2011). That said, it is imperative that health and educational professionals attend to 
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oral and written language by planning functional and strategic interventions, espe-
cially when identifying children with a language disorder.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold: (1) to describe, from a constructivist per-
spective, how children approach the Spanish writing system and (2) to describe 
some difficulties that children with language disorders have concerning reading and 
writing. More specifically, we aim to point out how morphological analysis posi-
tively impacts on the acquisition of written language. Lastly, three cases are pre-
sented to exemplify how morphological interventions may benefit children with a 
language disorder.

9.2  Written Language Development

9.2.1  From a Constructivist Approach

“Writing is not transforming what it is heard into graphic forms; neither reading is 
reproducing what the eye visually picks” (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1981. Personal 
translation). Reading and writing are metacognitive processes in which the synthe-
sis and integration of graphic elements are developed in both language production 
and comprehension abilities (Puertas, 2020). The constructivist approach of psy-
chogenesis has gathered evidence of the way children conceptualize written lan-
guage before knowing the name of letters. Children gradually create conceptual 
schemes through which they constantly transform the new information (Dávalos- 
Esparza, 2017; Díaz-Argüero, 1996; Castedo, 2010; Ferreiro, 2006, 2018; Jiménez 
Cuéllar, 2018; Molinari, 2015).

 Writing includes everything that constitutes a text: the alphabetical and non- 
alphabetical characters and their form, style, size, graphical disposition, and rela-
tionship with other graphical features, such as spaces, images, pictures, other texts, 
etc. All of these features are taken into account by children from the very first 
moment they interact with texts; they go (1) from questions such as “What are let-
ters for?”, “What do they say?”, “Why are they here and not there?”, and “What 
letters can I use to write something?” (2) to formulate hypotheses to answer those 
questions and (3) to discard or verify their hypotheses. Through that, the informa-
tion children have about writing transforms and gradually passes from one level of 
conceptualization to another (Ferreiro, 1991). In what follows, a quick revision of 
the conceptualization levels of writing identified by Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979) 
is presented:

Level 1: Figural
Children find out that there are marks that can be read and there are marks to look 
at. So, they create their first writings using marks that look like letters, but which are 
not conventional letters.
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Level 2: Pre-syllabic
Children find out that to read different things, there needs to be a difference in what 
is written. At this level, they write using the letters they know. Usually, they use 
those letters in their proper names, which constitutes their first alphabetic repertoire. 
And to write different things, they combine those letters looking for graphical dis-
tinctions through diversifying the quantity and variety of letters. At this level, chil-
dren may relate writings to symbolic attributes. For example, following the animal 
sizes, they might interpret “butterfly” in a writing where there are a few letters, 
because it is a little creature, and “bear” where there are more letters, because 
it is big.

Level 3: Syllabic
Children find out that each letter corresponds to a syllable, a process with which 
starts the phonetization of writing (Vernon, 2004). At this level, children find a cer-
tain sonorous correspondence between what it is written and what it is read, so they 
start producing writings in which a letter, no matter which one, represents a syllable.

Level 4: Syllabic-Alphabetic
Children find that there is a relationship between the sound pattern of a word and 
what it is written. In this level, children find a sonorous correspondence between the 
reading aloud emission and its written representation, but in their productions, they 
still use a letter to represent a syllable. Although, in contrast to the previous level, 
the used letters are not random, they correspond to the sonority of a part of the rep-
resented syllable.

Level 5: Alphabetic
Children find that each letter corresponds to a specific sonorous value. At this point, 
the correspondence between the reading aloud emission and its written representa-
tion amplifies, and children use as many letters as they might need to represent the 
whole sonorous emission of their writings. But, even when the writings of these 
children are readable, orthography is not conventional.

From this perspective, the acquisition of reading and writing considers how chil-
dren interpret the writing system and how their interpretations move along the 
actual use of texts. So, children are not cataloged as efficient/deficient readers or 
writers (Dávalos-Esparza, 2016); they are identified in different levels of 
conceptualization.

9.2.2  From a Cognitivist Approach

The acquisition of reading and writing and its development depend on the phono-
logical awareness that children gain through explicit instruction and systematic 
practice. Children are taught that words are constituted by sounds which can be 
segmented into smaller parts and represented by letters (Kilpatrick, 2015). According 
to this perspective, the work around guided exercises on blending, splitting, 
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rhyming, comparing, and contrasting words, along with the recognition and naming 
of letters, is what makes children move from a syllabic awareness to an intra- syllabic 
awareness and, finally, to a phonemic awareness (Gutiérrez Fresneda & Díez 
Mediavilla, 2018; Pavelko et al., 2018).

Then, the core of this cognitive perspective is the development of phonological 
awareness and the work children do around the phonological units that conform 
words. In contrast, the constructivist approach is based upon the hypotheses and (re)
interpretations that children do around the units of texts.

Writing at a word level can be a useful way to compare children’s productions. It 
has been used to evaluate how children deal with analyzing and synthesizing the 
syllables and phonemes of words (De Barbieri & Coloma, 2004), and in some stud-
ies with Spanish-speaking children, it has been found that the assessment of phono-
logical awareness can predict more than 50% of difficulties in word reading (Pratt 
et al., 2020).

9.3  Written Language Development in Children 
with Language Disorders

Children’s studies on atypical language acquisition and its relationship with later 
development of literacy are abundant in the specialized literature (Bornstein et al., 
2016; Durkin et al., 2015; Norbury et al., 2017; Sanz-Torrent et al., 2010). Bishop 
et al. (2017) identified that children with language disorders are more likely to per-
sist with language problems into middle childhood and to face educational barriers 
regardless of the kind of language disorder (receptive, expressive, or both); also 
these children may have reading and writing difficulties (Acosta et al., 2016).

Language disorders, such as developmental language disorder (DLD, previously 
known as specific language impairment (SLI)), are a prevalent neurodevelopmental 
condition that affects different linguistic areas (Leonard, 2014) including acquisi-
tion of vocabulary (Leonard & Deevy, 2004; Nation & Snowling, 2004; Pearce 
et al., 2010), morphosyntax (Conti-Ramsden & Windfuhr, 2002), phonological pro-
cessing (Catts et  al., 2005; Hjetland et  al., 2019; Nation, 2019; Montgomery & 
Windsor, 2007; Aguilar-Mediavilla et  al., 2014), reading (Bishop & Snowling, 
2004; Pennington & Bishop, 2009), and writing (Hulme & Snowling, 2016; Lervåg 
et al., 2018). Research on Spanish-speaking children with language disorders and 
their performance in reading and writing is recent, and it has mainly been studied 
from the cognitivist approach, considering the development of phonological aware-
ness and prosody (Figueiras, 2017; Jordán et al., 2019; Torres-Bustos et al., 2022).

Other investigations have focused on the recognition and study of some variables 
implicated in the process of reading and writing. For example, Coloma et al. (2018) 
have worked with monolingual Spanish-speaking children with language disorders 
and their typical peers. They identified differences on their reading performance 
between the two groups. Later, another group led by Coloma et al. (2020) found that 
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low-level processing of vocabulary and complex sentences impacts on the low read-
ing comprehension DLD children have. This result is explained by the fact that 
vocabulary and reading comprehension are correlated, since reading provides 
opportunities for learning new words, a process that allows children to understand 
written language (Buil-Legaz et al., 2015; Coloma et al., 2020).

Pratt et al. (2020) found that children with DLD performed “at risk” as compared 
to their typical peers on recognizing the beginning sound of words, on alphabet 
knowledge, and on the writing of their proper names, but showed more difficulties 
on comprehension-related emergent reading and writing tasks such as narrative 
retell and print concept knowledge. Also, Lara and colleagues (2021) found a strong 
relationship between phonological skills, reading new words, morphosyntax, 
vocabulary, and reading comprehension, demonstrating that reading difficulties are 
influenced by multi-causal factors.

However, the impact of morphology in the development of reading and writing 
in children with language disorders hasn’t been widely studied, even when mor-
phemes are the most vulnerable units in Spanish-speaking children with a language 
disorder (Bedore & Leonard, 2001; Morgan et al., 2013). For this reason, we are 
considering morphology as a central axis of study and intervention concerning read-
ing and writing in children with language disorders. Focusing on morphology would 
provide children the opportunity to think about their language (Puertas, 2018), and 
it can propitiate interventions toward the syntactic and semantic domains, depend-
ing on the most affected areas of children with language disorders.

9.4  Morphology and Its Impact on Written 
Language Development

Morphology studies the inner structure of the words (Di Tullio, 2005) and considers 
the change of meaning that some words might experience through the process of 
having segments added to its root: morphemes, which are considered the smallest 
units of meaning in language. Morphology has been considered in the acquisition 
and development of reading and writing from both the constructivist and the cogni-
tivist approaches.

From the cognitivist approach, children are instructed to develop the ability to 
consciously consider the morphological units within words, including the explicit 
understanding of the relationship between root words and the inflected and derived 
words (Apel & Lawrence, 2011). This, also known as morphological awareness, 
sets all the morphemes of a language at the same level of instruction, without con-
sidering its syntactic and semantic implications (Apel & Henbest, 2020; Kirk & 
Gillon, 2009).

The constructivist approach considers that the analysis children do around mor-
phology can be first evidenced in their spontaneous creation of words and in the 
inferences around the meaning of words (Pérez Pereira & Singer, 1984). From this 
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perspective, morphological notions develop over time, depending on the complexity 
of a language (Baumann et al., 2002; Carlisle, 2000, 2003). Spanish morphology is 
rich (Pena, 1999; Varela, 2005), and its acquisition depends on the gradual evolution 
of the metalinguistic analysis that children do (Velázquez & Ferreiro, 2015; 
Velázquez, 2017). For example, the analysis around inflectional morphology hap-
pens first (Jackson-Maldonado & Maldonado, 2001, 2017), while the notions 
around derivational morphemes are still under construction after 6  years of age 
(Anglin, 1993; Auza, 2006, 2008; Carlisle, 1987; Kuo & Anderson, 2006; Puertas, 
2018; Rodríguez Cuevas, 2018; Velázquez, 2017).

But how do children notice that morphemes are represented in writing? This 
question made by Deacon and Bryant (2005) has also been considered by construc-
tivist researchers (Puertas, 2018; Rodríguez Cuevas, 2018; Velázquez, 2017) who 
have found that children analyze derivational morphology through texts’ analysis 
and the interpretations they make around morphology go on a syntactic and seman-
tic level. For example, Puertas (2018) has mentioned that “children conceive deriva-
tional morphemes as modifiers of the meaning of words, rather than minimal units 
of meaning” (Puertas, 2018. Personal translation).

In the case of children with a language disorder, the interventional approach to 
work around morphemes is based on the development of morphological awareness 
(Apel, 2014; Collins et al., 2020; McLeod & Apel, 2015; Goodwin & Ahn, 2010, 
2013; Reed, 2008), which is worked at a word level through tasks on blending, seg-
menting, comparing, and judging (Apel, 2014).

9.5  Experiences from Intervention

To point out the morphological difficulties that we have seen in children with a lan-
guage disorder, first we will present some experiences from therapy sessions that 
have helped on planning interventions focused on morphology, from a constructivist 
perspective.

Use of Authentic Pieces of Reading and Writing
To learn how to read and write, children have to be confronted with the written cul-
ture. Authentic texts from the context where children are immersed into should be 
used when trying to participate in the development of reading and writing. Once 
children have observed texts in different places and identified others using texts, 
they will start to understand that where letters appear “it says something”; and to 
understand what it says, many developmental considerations need to be done 
(Vernon, 2004). An example of this can be represented through the following piece 
of interaction between Memo (3;04), who receives therapy for a speech sound dis-
order, and his brother (1;09), who is always present while feedback is given to their 
parents:

Therapist Oh! It is so cool you are wearing the same sweatshirts! (referring 
to the color).
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Memo  They are not the same, this has no marks (pointing at his brother’s 
sweatshirt).
Therapist And does yours have marks?
Memo  Mine does!
Therapist Oh! And why is that?
Memo  Mine says Meeemooo (while he slowly says this, he points with his finger 
to the letters on his sweatshirt, which represents the garment brand’s logo).
Therapist Does it say Memo?
Memo  Yes! because it’s mine.
Therapist And his?
Memo  His shirt says nothing because he doesn’t speak yet.

Even when Memo has not received instruction about the name of the letters, 
Memo’s analysis is interesting because it allows us to identify the level of concep-
tualization that he has with respect to “the written,” but also its relation to “the oral.” 
Memo recognizes that the “marks say something” and that they have a logic under-
neath. He manifests that the marks can be read and that reading comes with certain 
rhythm and directionality. Besides, what he says about the fact that his brother does 
not speak is an interesting explanation about why his brother’s sweatshirt didn’t 
have marks, because if it had them, he wouldn’t be able to read what they say.

Planning Opportunities to Write and to Talk About It
When children identify that there are “marks” that say things, they start using them. 
As we said when we presented the conceptualization levels of writing, at first, the 
marks children do are not conventional; they are attempts or approximations of let-
ters: doodles, lines, or circles that are not drawings. In these first productions, a 
single mark can be used to represent a whole name or a complete idea, but progres-
sively marks start to appear together (Pontecorvo, 1995). When this happens, adults 
tend to interfere by “correcting” children’s productions, when it would be better to 
ask for explanations about what they wrote. An exercise from Marco (3;10) can 
exemplify this. On a white paper, he made a sequence of lines of the same length, 
and on the upper part of each line, he added a little circle:

Marco  Ready!
Therapist What did you draw?
Marco  It’s not a drawing! It says mom, dad, Mia, Bella, Marco

While he explained this, he pointed to each of the lines with balls that turned out 
to be the graphic representation of the “name” of each member of his family, an 
accurate initial attempt to write.

Accessing to Alphabet Information
The characters of the children’s proper names take the place of the pseudo-letters 
they start doing in their first written productions and become the initial repertoire of 
conventional letters (Ferreiro, 2004). This means that the alphabet information chil-
dren have is different from the beginning for each child, because the letters they 
learn first are those in their names. However, the way children interact with the 
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alphabet is similar, since they learn that there is a specific order to form their names, 
again a situation that has nothing to do with graphic-oral correspondence, but with 
graphical representations.

Regarding this, let’s go back to the case of Memo. In Spanish, Memo is the short 
name of Guillermo, and in a writing activity, we ask him to form his name using 
magnetic letters. Once we gave him the materials to do it (the magnetic letters and 
a cardboard with his proper name marked: Guillermo), he placed every letter on the 
right place, and when he finished, he read aloud: Memo.

Another example of this can be seen with David and Diego, a pair of 4-year-old 
children, with whom a reading aloud session in their school was performed. The 
classroom teacher reported that both kids had no problem recognizing their names. 
However, after finishing a drawing activity, we asked them to write just the first let-
ter of their names. When we approached to see Diego’s production, we found his 
initial letter “D” oriented toward the opposite side. From a prescriptivist approach, 
this could have been considered as a deviant production, but from a constructivist 
approach, children’s actions are accompanied by a “hidden logic,” like we can see 
in this example:

Therapist  Why did you do the letter “D” like this?
Diego  I put it that way because me and David are not the same (he said this while 
pointing at David’s name and his own name in the attendance list).

With his comment, we can observe that his production had a distinctive purpose: 
to differentiate la “De” de Diego de la “De” de David (the letter “D” for Diego and 
the “D” for David). Otherwise, there could have been dos “Des” (two “Ds”) on the 
drawings, and distinguishing which one belonged to whom would have been a chal-
lenge. From the constructivist approach, the more possibilities of referring to letters, 
the better the conceptualization of them (Muñoz & Vernon, 2008; Marinho & 
Alvarado, 2020).

Giving Opportunity to Create Their Own Books
The Portadores de marcas or “character’s carriers” (Ferreiro, 2006. Personal trans-
lation) such as telephone numbers written down on a napkin or saved on a digital 
agenda, shopping lists, electricity bills, parking tickets, magazines, newspapers, 
and, of course, books, among plenty others, are examples of how texts are not just 
an arrangement of alphabetical letters but meaningful semiotic units placed on cer-
tain displays, through specific graphical dispositions, and with varied functions.

Having the opportunity to see others using different texts leads children to 
amplify their panorama of how texts may look and what they can be used for. And 
so, their possibilities to produce expand. For example, Luis (5;03), who excitedly 
came to therapy agitating a bunch of stapled papers, said “Look! I made a book!” 
When he shared his production, we saw drawings of fashionable superheroes and 
villains, but not a single text. Without asking him, we started to create a story using 
the sequence of drawings, but Luis got angry and explained:

Luis:  It’s not a book to tell! It is a book to see! Look, it doesn’t have letters!
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Therapist:  Oh, I see! (she takes a book with large drawings and texts). So, 
would you say this is a book to tell, or see?
Luis:  This is a book to see and tell!

Presenting Challenging Reading and Writing Situations
When children start to establish a relationship between what is written and what is 
read during the syllabic level, they deal with graphical and sonorous challenges 
(Vernon, 2004). Based on that, and on an experimental work made by Vernon and 
Ferreiro (1999), the following interaction with Emilio (3;08) was planned. During 
the autumn season, we took to the therapy session a drawing of a pumpkin, with the 
well-known triangle eyes and nose, and under it, there was a text with the words: La 
calabaza está lista (The pumpkin is ready):

Therapist:  What is written here?
Emilio:  -ca- (pointing to La), -la- (pointing to the whole word calabaza/pumpkin), 
-ba- (pointing to está/is) and -za (pointing to lista/ready).

As it can be seen, he made a graphic correspondence in which he matched a syl-
lable of the word calabaza to each graphic unit on the text (the other words we 
included under the drawing). This seems as a first attempt to do syllabic segmenta-
tion in a written situation. Using the same illustration, but now with no text under it, 
we asked Mateo (2;10) to write La calabaza está lista (The pumpkin is ready) to 
which he made two scribble marks:

Therapist:  What did you write here?
Mateo:  (pointing to one of the scribbles) la calabaza (the pumpkin), (pointing to 
another scribble) está lista (is ready)

Mateo distinguishes between what is a drawing and what it is not, but he is also 
able to graphically represent segments of a canonical word order: subject and predi-
cate, this more than being related to the development of phonological awareness; it 
seems to be related to syntax (Díaz-Argüero, 2001).

Setting Opportunities to Analyze Morphology
While watching a picture book with Emiliano (5;02), we explored his morphologi-
cal analysis. The book was about different activities that can be done “when you go 
to the beach.” On every page, Emiliano was invited to name who the people in each 
picture were and what they were doing; this is what happened:

Therapist:  Look, he is a swimmer, and she is a…
Emiliano:  na-da-dora (Swimmer/feminine) (he answered by making oral 
segmentation)

What caught our attention was that even when the agentive morpheme -dora 
could be divided into two syllables, Emiliano did not do it that way. This reveals 
how he manipulates language, specifically words and the ways they can be seg-
mented (Puertas, 2018).
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Before writing, children already have notions about the meaning of morphemes. 
These notions are formed naturally, through a process that starts early on in Spanish, 
and which is useful for creating words and even pseudo-words (Auza, 2005, 2006, 
2008; Auza et al., 1998), which is a natural way of demonstrating that the morpho-
logical analysis is active early on. This is an example with Matías, who accidentally 
broke the tip of a pencil color:
Matías:  ¡Oh, necesito un puntero! (Oh, I need a tip-er1) (he stands up to grab a 
sharpener).

Even when puntero is a real word in Spanish, but with a different meaning, in his 
emission, this word meant what he wanted: something to work the tip of his pencil 
out, and that was naturally produced. As we can see, what he did is that he took the 
word punta (tip) and modified it by adding the morpheme -ero (“-er”).

As we have seen in these examples, children with a language disorder can reflect 
about language, through what from an adult perspective could be considered as an 
error, but that from their perspective are trials, ways of proving or discarding the 
functions and uses they interpret and hypothesize around language (Castedo, 2019; 
Dávalos-Esparza, 2016).

9.6  Morphological Intervention with Three Cases 
of Children with Language Disorders

Given that DLD is the most frequent condition in children and that a prominent 
issue on this disorder is morphosyntax, interventions on morphosyntactic skills 
should be a natural starting point. The effectiveness of interventions on morphosyn-
tactic skills, as well as other skills (phonological or inferential, e.g.), underlines that 
these interventions are necessary in children with DLD (Rinaldi et al., 2021).

Next, we will describe the three tasks we used with three children with atypical 
language development to elicit morphological analysis. Afterward, it will be dis-
cussed how morphological analysis may play a role in the productive use of mor-
phological segments when reading and writing.

9.6.1  Planning Intervention Tasks

From a constructivist approach, children should be invited to think about an object 
of knowledge, which is anything that could be problematized and discussed. This 
means that the planned activities should give children the opportunity to explore 
different possibilities to interact with the object of knowledge, through either 

1 In Spanish, sharpener is a compound word saca-puntas, which literally refers to taking the tip out.
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discussions handled by oral interchanges or actions concerning material 
manipulations.

Task 1: Morphemes-Album
The purpose of this task was to form words through the combination of segments. 
The activity was specifically designed to work with the agentive morphemes -dor/-
dora (“-er” masculine/feminine) through six items: (1) nadador (swimmer in mas-
culine), (2) corredora (runner in feminine), (3) bailadora (dancer in feminine), (4) 
jugador (player in masculine), (5) patinadora (skater in feminine), and (6) saltador 
(jumper in masculine).

Depending on the working modality (online or presential), we presented the 
items on a screen or on printed material: an image accompanied by a descriptive text 
and four segments to form an adjective (a verb in the infinitive form, a root of the 
same verb, an agentive morpheme in feminine, and an agentive morpheme in mas-
culine) (Fig. 9.1).

The instruction given to the children was:

“I am working on an album about possible ways to exercise. Would you help me do it? We 
just need to choose some cards and place them under each drawing”.

We worked with each item at a time. First, we led the children to see the image, and 
depending on their conceptualization level of writing, we helped them to read, or 
not, the text above each image (e.g., A él le gusta nadar – “he likes to swim”). We 
used the first item to model:
Therapist:  Look! He likes to swim (pointing at the text above the image), 
and we have these four cards. Which cards should we put under the drawing?

Once children decided on which cards to place under the drawings, we ques-
tioned them about why they chose those cards, what would have happened if other 
cards were chosen, what makes an option better that the other, and so on. Our 

Fig. 9.1 Example of the 
used material
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interventions depended on the responses and solutions of each child, and they had 
the purpose to elicit justifications and interpretations about morphology.

Task 2: Story Retell
The purpose of this task was to retell a story through images and to write some 
words about those illustrations. Specifically, we used the story “Mouse paint” by 
Ellen Stoll Walsh in its Spanish version Pinta ratones (2002). From this book, six 
illustrations were chosen (some in which appear a single mouse and some with two 
or three mice) to create a worksheet. After reading aloud the book to the children, 
they were asked to write a word to say something about the mouse or mice that 
appeared in the six chosen illustrations. We prompted children to write adjectives 
formed with the adjectival morpheme -ado and its plural -ados. Like asustado- 
asustados (scared in singular and plural), pintado-pintados (painted in singular and 
plural), or mojado-mojados (wet in singular and plural). The given instruction was:

(After reading the book aloud) “I have these pictures from the book (showing the worksheet 
with the six illustrations), and now that we know the story, we can write what happened in 
each picture (pointing at the blank space next to each illustration). Will you help me? This 
could help us to tell others what the story is about”

Once again, we worked on one item at a time, precisely with one illustration at a 
time, and depending on the working modality, we presented the book and the cho-
sen illustrations through an online version or on a printed version. We prompted 
children to write using questions and specific interventions to recover information 
from the story, such as:

How were the mice when they saw the cat? They were… Do you remember how they were 
when they hid in the jars? They were… This mouse got into the purple paint jar, and 
now it is…

We used the first item as a writing model. The word asustados (scared, in plural) 
was written on a blank space, next to the illustration, and then moved to the next 
items, to which the children should write something. Once they did it, we asked 
them for explanations about what they wrote, how they wrote it, and why they write 
it that way.

In sum, it can be observed that different intervention tasks can consider morphol-
ogy for giving children the opportunity to interact with pieces of lexical, morpho-
logical, and cultural knowledge. Rich information about how children construct the 
meaning of pieces of words can give us directions to better interventions, taking a 
starting point from the arguments they do and by the actions they take, concerning 
material manipulation. As it will be seen next, the same tasks are used with children 
with different language disorders.
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9.6.2  Interventions from the Practice

Child #A_15, 05 Years (Diagnosis: Expressive Language Disorder)
He is an adolescent whose main problem has to do with language production, on an 
oral and written basis. At the beginning, the purpose of the language therapy was to 
improve his oral production through interventions concerning orality (in the gram-
matical and phonological level). During the pandemic, the communication handled 
with him was through instant messages. The first interactions were with his mother, 
but once he was given his own cell phone, the communication was with him. This 
situation made us realize that writing was hard for him; he omitted characters, short-
ened long words, and didn’t include spaces between words (without mentioning 
orthographic difficulties), and because of this, he preferred to send voice messages 
arguing “writing is not my thing,” as he said. With this panorama, we decided to 
include writing as another purpose of intervention.

Through activities designed around authentic reading and writing situations (like 
writing to search videos on the web, reading some games descriptions, or following 
the lyrics of a song), we noticed that he paid attention to specific suffixes, such 
as -ción (like in communication  – comunicación) or -endo (like in eating  – 
comiendo), which he didn’t need to copy, because like he said “that is easy to 
write because it is always the same.” When we noticed this, we started to explore 
more on this child’s relationship to morphology.

Task 1: Morphemes-Album
Since we work with this child online, the idea of manipulating the cards to form 
words was transformed into an activity of forming words through copying. But one 
of the strategies this child uses the most when writing is precisely “to copy” form 
writing models, so the task worked well. But besides the four options given (two 
adjectival suffixes, a verb in infinitive, and a root verb), on the first two items, runner 
and swimmer (corredora and nadador), he also considered the text above the image 
of the woman running and the man swimming, and through copying, he wrote the 
infinitive form of the verb run (correr) and then added the correct adjectival suffix 
“-er” (-dora). So, the result of his production was correrdora (which would be 
almost like “runner”). He followed the same procedure with the second item, swim-
mer (nadador), and wrote nadardor (which would be like “swimmer”). But once he 
completed these two items, we started questioning him about his production:

Therapist:  So? What word did you form?
Child #A:  I think this, -dora, is the clue for the girl. “She runs”
Therapist:  Is that what you formed?
Child #A:  It’s like she runs but in one word.

As we can see, he relates -dora to the feminine morpheme, and he sees this as a 
way to synthesize a whole sentence into a word. He kept this explanation through 
the task, and when we questioned him about the verbs written with a final /r/ (the “r” 
from the infinitive form in Spanish), he also alluded to that possibility of 
synthesizing:
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Therapist:  And I see you never used these options (pointing at the root verbs: 
corre (runs), nada (swims), baila (dances), juega (plays), patina, (skates) salta 
(jumps). Can you tell me why?
Child #A:  Because here it is not written like that (pointing at the text above 
the images. Ex. A ella le gusta correr/She likes to run).
Therapist:  And if you used these, what could happen? (pointing at the root 
verbs again) Is it possible?
Child #A:  It’s fine too. It would be like “a woman who runs” (una mujer 
que corre).

In neither of these explanations, he considered the oral correspondence between 
the written form and its oral emission. His analysis went deeper into linguistic fea-
tures related to how to represent ideas in a different way.

Task 2: Story Retell
On this second task, he kept his explanation on the synthesis, to write things shorter, 
saying that:
Child #A:  The words have two parts. The one about what happens in the 
picture (pointing at pintado), and the one with the clue about how many mice are 
there (pointing at the “s” in pintados)

Again, he recognized that sometimes verbs are not supposed to be written in their 
infinitive form, linking his reasoning to the idea of writing things shorter.

Child #A:  But this (pintados/painted) goes best without the erre (referring 
to the name of the letter used to represent the infinite form of verbs, in this case 
pintar or to paint).
Therapist:  I don’t see an erre.
Child #A:  I didn’t put it to make it shorter (pointing at pintados/painted)
Therapist:  What do you mean with “make it shorter”?
Child #A:  Like estaban llenos de pintura (they were full of painting) but in 
one word (again pointing at pintados/painted)
Therapist:  But what erre were you referring to?
Child #A:  the one in here (pointing at pintar -to paint). I didn’t write to 
make it shorter.

For this child, it is also common that when he doesn’t remember a word, he 
makes a description of it. This strategy, which he has developed over time, helped 
him justify his writings on this task and even led him to find the root form of the 
verbs which he was using to write.

Child #B_8, 04 Years (Diagnosis: Speech Sound Disorder (SSD))
He is a child who has a speech sound disorder (articulation) noticeable on his spon-
taneous productions. Because of the pandemic, he has attended school online, and 
his therapy sessions have also been online. Through some of the activities we 
planned for intervention, such as simulating phone calls to order for food, writing 
the customer’s information to make the deliveries, or preparing emails to complain 
about a service, we noticed that reading and writing were hard for him. Sometimes, 
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he even showed indisposition to write, preferring to dictate, record audios, or just 
talk. Also, it can be said that orthography was something he worried about, because 
he constantly asked for the therapist’s approval when writing some words: ¿Así se 
escribe? (Is it well written?).

Task 1: Morphemes-Album
His indisposition to write made him answer this task in a different way. Whenever 
we presented an item with its options to solve (like the one on “he likes to swim” 
with the four options: two adjectival suffixes, a verb in infinitive form, and a root 
verb), from his own computer, he circled his solution on the screen and read it aloud. 
Just then, we started to question him.

Therapist:  How did you know which ones to choose?
Child #B:  This one doesn’t go (pointing at the card with the infinitive form 
nadar “to swim”).
Therapist:  Why not?
Child #B:  Because you can’t put more information on it, and these (point-
ing at -dora and -dor “-er” in English) have to go only with a card that is incomplete. 
That one (pointing at nada, the root of “to swim” in Spanish).

As we can see, the notion of “completeness” is present in this child justification. 
This shows how his notions about verbs helped him to decide which segments 
to choose.

Task 2: Story Retell
On this task, he did write using the command to insert text on the shared screen. He 
wrote an answer to each picture from the mice story, and each one of them had a 
morpheme; it is to say they were all derivational words. When we asked him about 
the similarities among the words he wrote, he made this interesting analysis:

Therapist:  I see all those words have things in common. Do you see it too?
Child #B:  Well, they all end with -dos. But here (pointing at azulados - blue 
and morados - purple), it is kind of different.
Therapist:  Different how?
Child #B:  I think it is a different -dos, because if you take it off (covering -dos 
in azulados) it says a wrong word, azula does not exist, and (covering dos in morados) 
mora exists, but there are no moras (berries) in the story. It must be the color morado 
(purple).

As it can be observed, this child is noticing the difference between a -dos added 
to a verb and a -dos added to an adjective, and he is realizing that its presence or 
absence in writing might have meaningful implications, literally speaking.

Child #C_5, 06 Years (Diagnosis: Developmental Language Disorder (DLD), 
Previously Named SLI)
He is a child whom we first met when he was 2;10. His parents identified that he 
wasn’t speaking as other children of his age, and they came to us to corroborate the 
state of his son’s language development. After an initial assessment, which 

9 Morphological Analysis and Its Impact on Written Language Development…



212

confirmed a language delay, we started working on language intervention. A second 
assessment was made later, and the diagnosis was confirmed as DLD. Since then, 
explicit grammatical and phonological intervention has been the focus of work. It is 
important to notice that one of the main issues of this child has to do with morphol-
ogy (derivational and inflectional). He is now 5;06, and he has recently started his 
relationship with reading and writing; he can identify his name and copy it. Also, he 
knows the names of some letters, especially those initial letters on the names of his 
friends and family. He enjoys when others read for and with him, and, considering 
certain displays, prints, and supports, he makes good predictions on what might be 
read on a text.

Task 1: Morphemes-Album
In contrast to Child #A and Child #B, with this child, we didn’t work online, but at 
his house. This allowed the manipulation of the prepared materials. But this task 
was difficult for him. Since he is at the syllabic level of writing, we helped him out 
to read the text above the images and in the cards, although he got tired and just 
completed the first two items. From this interaction, what called our attention was 
the following:

Therapist:  If she likes to run, she is a...
Child #C:  Corre mucho (- runs a lot)
Therapist:  But we don’t have that in the cards, look (reads again the seg-
ments in the cards). So, which should we take to say something about her?
Child #C:  (he grabs the cards and sees them) This (pointing at correr, “run”)!
Therapist:  Why this one?
Child #C:  It has a lot (pointing, one by one, at the letters in correr).
Therapist:  And why do you think this has a lot (¿ ... que esta tiene muchas?)
Child #C:  Because she likes it a lot (a ella le gusta mucho).
Therapist:  She likes running a lot. Is that what you mean?
Child #C:  Yes.

Even when his emissions were reduced and he was not analyzing morphology, 
through his justification, he let us see that his decision was based on quantity, a 
notion that he recovered on the next task when talking about plurals.

Task 2: Story Retell
In each picture, he identified the condition of the mice, but when mentioning them, 
he didn’t produce the morpheme for the plurals, for example, saying asustado 
instead of asustados (scared) or pintado instead of pintados (painted) when the 
images included two or three mice, this due to a phonological difficulty with the 
phoneme /s/. But, since the focus of the task was to write, we put him in a contras-
tive graphic situation by going back to the book, precisely to a page where there was 
only one painted mouse:

Therapist:  Here, how many mice are painted?
Child #C:  One!
Therapist:  One mouse is…? (waiting for him to answer)
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Child #C:  Painted (pintado)!
Therapist:  (writes pintado on the blank space next to the illustration) And do 
you think we could do something with this word to say that here (in the illustration 
with three painted mice) there are three painted mice?
Child #C:  Yes! (he grabs the pencil and makes a number three next to the 
word pintado)
Therapist:  Good idea, and what does it say now?
Child #C:  Three painted (tre- pintado. Not pronouncing the /s/ in tres (three) 
and in pintados (the plural for painted), this due to his phonological difficulty).

This analysis is interesting because his speech sound disorder did not allow him 
to mark the plural on his oral productions, but he got a way to represent the plural 
on a written form. Even when his solution was not conventional, his notions about 
quantity let him find that there is a way to graphically distinguish plurals from sin-
gulars. If we wouldn’t have given him the chance to represent plurals in his own way 
and instead showed him that there is a mark to do it (the letter “s”), we could’ve 
skipped an interesting moment of analysis on plurals.

In sum, it is possible to observe how children with language difficulties can 
develop morphological skills around tasks that are similarly used in typical peers. In 
many cases, the processes are slower, but the skill can be built with the help of an 
interlocutor who gives them more opportunities to interact in discussions and 
manipulation of pieces of information.

9.7  Discussion

This chapter has highlighted the importance of eliciting morphological analysis 
through reading and writing activities with the purpose of identifying the linguistic 
reflections that children with language disorders do.

Studies on early literacy and morphology are more frequent in languages with 
opaque orthography, such as English. These studies are predominantly based on a 
cognitive perspective, through experimental designs in which it is sought to corre-
late the development of morphological awareness with abilities for decoding, spell-
ing, vocabulary knowledge, and reading comprehension (Apel & Henbest, 2016; 
Deacon & Bryant, 2005; Carlisle, 2010; Collins et al., 2020; Nagy et al., 2014). But 
this has also been studied in languages with rich morphology, such as Greek 
(Diamanti et  al., 2014), Portuguese (Da Mota, 2008), Hebrew (Ravid & Schiff, 
2006), and Spanish (Velázquez, 2017; Rodríguez Cuevas, 2018; Puertas, 2018). In 
the latter, we have referred to investigations made from a constructivist perspective, 
where the attention is set on how children’s interpretations around morphology 
gradually change. Despite the theoretical, methodological, and analytical perspec-
tive, some of the tasks used in previous research share particularities concerning the 
ways to elicit children’s interaction with morphology, basically, through morpho-
logical addition or morphological decomposition.
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The results from the cognitive-based studies, made in transparent languages (Da 
Mota, 2008; Diamanti et  al., 2014; Ravid & Schiff, 2006), and the correlations 
found in English research give a panorama about the difficulties observed in chil-
dren who are asked to work on adding, finding, or matching morphemes to root 
words. On the other hand, some constructivist-based studies conducted in Spanish 
(Velázquez, 2017; Rodríguez Cuevas, 2018; Puertas, 2018) have contributed to the 
understanding of children’s notions and several uses morphology have on acquisi-
tion. In a general sense, cognitive-based research tends to point out the weakness 
and strengths children may have around morphology, while constructivist-based 
studies describe the mental processes children follow when analyzing morphemes.

The emphasized distinction between the cognitive and the constructivist way to 
approach written language acquisition reflects our interest in moving from “what” 
children are able to do around morphology to “how” do children use the information 
they have when interacting with morphological units. That is, regardless of the lan-
guage disorder, we have left aside the correct/incorrect dichotomy, and we have 
centered on the analysis of the justifications, responses, and actions of children 
around morphology.

Through this perspective, we could recognize:

 1. How children express morphological use, like when Child #A said “It’s like she 
runs but in one word,” relating morphemes to the possibility of saying 
things shorter

 2. How children describe the semantics on words, like Child #B who reflected onto 
two kinds of -dos (two) in adjectives in which, if the morpheme is removed, the 
result could be a nonexistent word like azula or a word out of context like 
mora (berry)

 3. How children bring what they know about language, like the example from Child 
#C, who found a way to graphically represent plurals considering his notions on 
quantity, or Child #A and Child #B who used what they knew about verbs to 
decide whether to write using the infinitive form or not

The three cases showed that morphological analysis is possible and that it is 
elicitable through activities where children can manipulate written language and 
explore a wider variety of solutions. Differences can be found depending on the age 
of children, but also on their language disorder. Even in the case of the youngest 
boy, Child #C with DLD, we found justifications that showed incipient morphologi-
cal analysis through graphical representations. With examples from these interven-
tions, the chapter has highlighted how morphology, especially in languages which 
are morphologically rich and transparent, may promote reflections for oral and writ-
ten language.

Written language is an instrument that makes language analysis possible 
(Ferreiro, 2002; Zamudio, 2004). Its own material and systemic characteristics 
make written language an observable, manipulable resource which understanding, 
and use, requires deep reflection that can be prompted when the planned activities 
contemplate more than one answer, when there is openness to explore the reasons 
that led the children to respond in one way or another, or when they are questioned 
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on why other options might be incorrect, not suitable, or dismissed. This view might 
amplify the range of activities to work around reading, writing, and morphology, 
and it might also set the intervener (the language therapist or the teacher) in a posi-
tion where instead of focusing on the child’s difficulties, the attention could be paid 
on the oral and written responses and the observance of how the child might work 
around them, and with this, we refer to ask differently, to go from “What does it 
say?” and “What is it written?” questions that reduce the range of answers to correct 
or incorrect, to move into the direction of “What do you think it says?”, “What 
makes you think that?”, or “Can you explain me what you are saying?”. These kind 
of questions increase the range of answers, give room to oral discussions, and open 
the space to act around the writing system, either interpreting writings or produc-
ing them.

Then, the implementation of activities such as the tasks that were suggested or 
those worked with the three children described in this chapter might (a) set up what 
children can do as a starting point for intervention; (b) benefit children with lan-
guage disorders in the acquisition of the writing system, based on the analysis of 
segments with semantic and syntactic implications, such as morphemes; and (c) 
allow children, especially those with morphosyntactic difficulties, to produce orally 
and in a written basis morphemes in real situations, where comparisons and con-
trasts are naturally encouraged through reading and writing.

9.8  Final Remarks

Having worked with children with different speech-language difficulties has allowed 
us to see that children might develop the ability to deepen in morphological analysis 
through planned tasks with reading and writing purposes. However, because we 
have only described one case per diagnosis, it is not possible to know if other chil-
dren with similar diagnoses would also be able to do similar analyses. To corrobo-
rate this or extend it, conducting a study with more children per diagnosis would be 
relevant.

Another limitation of our exploration has to do with the number of morphemes 
explored. Since, as we have said, Spanish is a morphologically rich language, it 
would be incorrect to generalize on the relationship and the analysis that children 
with language disorders establish with the morphemes of their language, just 
through data that corresponds to only a few suffixes. Therefore, to expand this infor-
mation, it would be necessary to explore what happens with other morphemes in 
similar contextual situations.

One last limitation has to do with the homogenization of the conditions under 
which we carried out the two tasks with the three children. In each case, the tasks 
were carried out differently, depending on the working modality (online or face to 
face), the procedures to answer (through copying, selecting, or manipulating cards), 
or the device to write (computer keyboard, pen tablet, or a regular pencil). This was 
due to the way in which the health situation for Covid-19 allowed us to work with 
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each child. However, despite the differences in work, it appears that children benefit 
from morphological activities to construct oral and written language. We consider 
that broadening the findings we had under each working condition, other explora-
tions could be carried out with children learning rich languages in morphology.
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Chapter 10
Difficulties in Acquiring and Developing 
Writing Skills

Barbara Arfé  and Julie E. Dockrell 

10.1  Introduction

A significant number of elementary school students struggle with writing. Struggling 
writers (SWs) experience difficulties with a broad range of the component skills 
which underpin writing. This is challenging in terms of the conceptualization of 
writing development, understanding the relative impact of different skills (Abbott 
et al., 2010; Kent & Wanzek, 2016; Kim & Schatschneider, 2017), and, as such, 
targeting key skills to support writing development (Olinghouse & Santangelo, 
2010). The key to providing effective interventions is to identify breakpoints in the 
writing process. This necessitates an understanding of both the proximal and distal 
factors that underpin writing performance at different points in the development of 
the writing process. Proximal factors can be described as the direct building blocks 
in the production of written text, whereas distal factors reflect the underpinning 
competencies that support writing and thus play a more indirect role (Zoccolotti 
et al., 2014). Distal underlying competencies include oral language, reading, work-
ing memory, and executive function. These factors mediate the production of writ-
ten text and often act as a significant barrier for children with learning disabilities 
(Dockrell et al., 2014).
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Several frameworks/models exist to conceptualize the development of writing 
which focus on the interacting components necessary for writing (Berninger & 
Winn, 2006; Kim & Schatschneider, 2016) or wider factors, such as a writer’s 
capacity limitations (McCutchen, 1996) or the writing process itself (Chenoweth & 
Hayes, 2001). These models vary to the extent that they capture writing as a devel-
opmental process and the distal factors which impact on writing development. There 
is more consistency across models and frameworks in the delineation of the proxi-
mal factors which support the initial stages of writing development.

Transcription skills, both handwriting and spelling, directly impact on the pro-
duction of written text and are best conceptualized as proximal factors (Dockrell 
et al., 2019a, b). These factors have consistently been captured in developmental 
models and are considered both core skills and potential breakpoints (Wagner et al., 
2011). Transcription skills also support children’s planning and editing, and as such, 
fluency in transcription frees up cognitive resources allowing children to produce 
more complex and extended texts. Research has typically focused on the proximal 
causes, or the links between them, in the identification of SWs (Connelly et  al., 
2012a, b). However, as children master these proximal skills and then distal factor, 
those abilities, which transfer to the production of written text, are hypothesized to 
play a greater role in text generation, even though the variance accounted for in the 
children’s written products is often small (Kent & Wanzek, 2016; Kim & 
Schatschneider, 2017). In sum, an analysis of the factors that impact on writing 
development should include both distal and proximal drives of text production. How 
then should written text be conceptualized?

10.2  Describing the Production of Written Text

When we consider difficulties in writing acquisition, it is helpful to think about 
word, sentence, and text levels (Fayol et al., 2012; Hayes & Berninger, 2014). This 
has several important advantages in capturing writing difficulties; it ensures that the 
researcher and practitioner link writing to the levels of language necessary to pro-
duce a proficient text and as such can capture bottlenecks in transcription, at word 
level (Kim et al., 2015a; Skar et al., 2022; Sumner et al., 2016), and text generation, 
at sentence (Dockrell et al., 2019a, b) and text levels (Koutsofas, 2016). For exam-
ple, competence at the sentence level is an important developmental hurdle that 
children need to achieve to create quality text-level writing (Arfé & Pizzocaro, 
2016; Arfé et al., 2016; Berninger et al., 2011; Dockrell et al., 2019a, b).

While this approach could be viewed as portraying writing proficiency and as 
hierarchically organized, these components are likely, at least, semi-independent. 
More recently, these dimensions have been refined to include factors related to text 
complexity and organization at word, sentence, and text level. Wagner et al. (2011) 
identified a five-factor model of writing proficiency for students between first and 
fourth grades including macro-organization ideas (text level), productivity (word 
level including number and diversity of words used), complexity (sentence level 
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including both syntactic density and mean length of T units), and transcription 
(spelling, punctuation, and handwriting fluency). Although these dimensions vary 
by age and population assessed, they all capture dimensions of productivity such as 
numbers of words generated and complexity such as quality, accuracy, and gram-
matical correctness (Puranik et  al., 2008; Wagner et  al., 2011). These dimen-
sions appear to be dissociable products with different independent predictors (Kim 
et al., 2015a, b).

10.2.1  Word-Level Skills

Word-level skills are underpinned by handwriting, spelling, and morphology and 
children’s receptive and expressive oral language. These skills can be measured by 
both productivity (numbers of words written), accuracy (number of words spelled 
correctly), and lexical diversity. However, these measures are highly sensitive to 
number of words produced. This is a significant confound for students who produce 
shorter texts or if the sample size of texts produced varies markedly. Another 
approach using a mathematical formula to produce a single parameter D is argued 
to be a much more accurate reflection of the lexical diversity of texts (Duran et al., 
2004). However, a minimum sample size of 50 words is needed to calculate D and 
the type of writing task impacts on diversity (Yu, 2010). The writing products of 
younger elementary school children often are simply not long enough to capture 
diversity. The reduced numbers of words produced by the students will also have 
bearing on other attempts at more fine-grained analyses of the students’ texts. 
Students need to produce enough words to judge these features, and for the novice 
writer and struggling writers, there may simply be insufficient tokens to make this 
kind of analysis. As an example, in a recent study examining verb argument struc-
tures in the writing of elementary school pupils, there was limited variety in the use 
of verb structures, and indeed, verb use was generally limited to more general all- 
purpose verbs (Stuart et al., 2020). Moreover, the number of verbs and the number 
of different verbs produced by the children did not account for significant variance 
in writing quality measures.

10.2.2  Sentence-Level Skills

Young writers and struggling writers may have ideas for the text but can find it dif-
ficult to translate them into sentences. The ability to express ideas in written sen-
tences relies on distal factors, such as the development of oral language (vocabulary 
and grammatical) knowledge and working memory capacity, and on proximal com-
petencies, including oral sentence generation skills that involve word finding abili-
ties (Abbott & Berninger, 1993), the ability to use grammatical rules (Arfé & 
Pizzocaro, 2016), and transcription skills (Dockrell et al., 2019a, Dockrell, et al., 
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2014). As sentence construction occurs in memory and the coordination between 
sentence generation and transcription processes employs memory resources, the 
ability to generate clear and complete sentences for a text also requires working 
memory capacity (Dockrell et al., 2019a; Dockrell et al., 2014; McCutchen et al., 
1994). All these components can be captured through sentence production tasks that 
assess the ability to (1) generate single sentences orally from lists of words 
(McCutchen et al., 1994); (2) construct a written sentence from a verbal prompt, 
i.e., a topic (Berninger et al., 2011); (3) generate written sentences from word pairs 
(Arfé et al., 2016) or from picture prompts and target words (Coker et al., 2018); or 
(4) reformulate sentences, using different words or a different grammatical structure 
(Arfé et al., 2021). Examples of written sentence generation and sentence reformu-
lation tasks are reported in Tables 10.1 and 10.2.

The choice of the specific sentence generation task depends on the child’s age 
and language level. Therefore, tasks with limited constraints such as generating 
single sentences from a word or on a topic can be more appropriate to assess 
sentence- level text generation skills in younger and less-skilled writers, whereas 
tasks requiring metalinguistic skills, such as sentence reformulation, can be more 
appropriate to assess sentence-level skills at higher levels of competence or among 
older writers (Arfé et al., 2016). Ecologically valid measures of sentence-level skills 
in writing are also the quantity and quality (for correctness and complexity) of sen-

tences children can generate in real text production tasks (Dockrell et  al., 2009; 

Table 10.1 Sentence generation task

Instructions Examples of sentences
Children receive a sheet of lined paper with two word 
pairs (water-bridge and child-car) and are asked to write 
down as many sentences as possible, incorporating both 
words in their original form, in 5 min for each pair. 
Before beginning, children are provided an example

Bridge-water
The bridge was over the water
The water flowed under the bridge
The child looked at the water from 
the bridge
A car was crossing the bridge over 
the water
There is a bridge and water below

Scoring Scoring examples
2 points are earned for each morphosyntactically correct 
and semantically plausible sentence produced for each 
word pair; 1 point when the sentence is only semantically 
plausible or morphosyntactically correct; 0 points for 
sentences that are both semantically and 
morphosyntactically incorrect

The water flowed under the bridge 
(2 points)
The child was crossing the bridge 
over the river (0 points; water is 
missed; the child is not using both 
words)
Bill was looking at the water down 
from the bridge (1 point. The 
sentence is semantically plausible, 
but morphosyntactically inaccurate)
The child is drinking the water from 
the bridge (morphosyntactically 
accurate, but semantically 
implausible, 1 point)
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Table 10.2 Sentence reformulation task

Instructions Examples of reformulation
Students receive a sheet of lined paper with two simple (one clause) 
and two complex sentences (a main clause and a subordinate 
clause) and are asked to find alternative ways to express the 
meaning of the sentence. Each sentence can be reformulated in up 
to three different ways, by using different words (i.e., synonyms or 
paraphrases) and/or transforming the grammatical structure of the 
sentence (e.g., from passive to active). Simple sentences were 
presented first, followed by complex sentences. A time limit of 
10 min was given for each trial

Simple sentence:
Sarah play cards with 
Lucy
Sarah and Lucy play cards 
together
Lucy plays cards with 
Sarah
Sarah wants to play cards 
with Lucy

Scoring Scoring examples
A score of 2 is awarded if the reformulated sentence is 
grammatically correct and maintains the meaning of the target 
sentence; 1 is given to reformulations that are grammatically correct 
but do not maintain the original meaning of the item; 0 points when 
the reformulation is incorrect both grammatically and semantically 
or the reformulated sentence is totally unrelated to the target

Sarah and Lucy play cards 
together (2 points)
Lucy plays cards with 
Sarah (2 points)
Sarah wants to play cards 
with Lucy (1 point; the 
sentence conveys a 
different meaning than the 
original)
Sarah makes a cake with 
Lucy (0 points; the 
sentence is unrelated to 
the target)

Puranik et al., 2008), in which sentence generation is constrained by the text already 
produced.

When sentence generation skills are assessed in the written modality, the assess-
ment considers the cognitive load of generating sentences while managing the com-
peting demands of transcription, which is always preferable when evaluating writing 
difficulties (Arfé et al., 2016; Dockrell et al., 2019a; Dockrell et al., 2014). Children’s 
ability to generate ideas in single grammatically and semantically correct written 
sentences from prompts, such as a word pair, can be a highly sensitive measure of 
writing difficulties among young writers (Arfé et  al., 2016;  Arfé et  al., 2021; 
Dockrell et al., 2019a). Written sentence fluency has indeed been proved effective 
in discriminating between writers with and without expressive writing difficulties 
across deep and shallow orthographies (Arfé & Pizzocaro, 2016; Dockrell et al., 
2019a), explaining variance in writing productivity (the amount of text writers pro-
duce), accuracy (the amount of lexical, spelling, and sentence-level errors in text), 
and the overall perceived quality of the text, considering its overall linguistic qual-
ity, organization, and coherence from early grades (Arfé et  al., 2016). While 
sentence- level measures drawn from text production tasks are crucial to assess chil-
dren’s ability to generate sentences within connected discourse, single-sentence 
generation tasks can be more appropriate when the diagnostic aim is to isolate the 
child’s sentence-level performance (Arfé et al., 2021; Dockrell et al., 2019a).
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10.2.3  Text-Level Performance

Analysis of texts raises challenges both in the reliable and valid assessment of the 
writer’s product (Dockrell & Connelly, 2021) and in terms of the text genre that is 
required. Ideally, to capture writing competence, comparisons should be made 
across different writing genres (Berman, 2008; Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013). 
Narrative and expository writing are common school tasks, and comparisons 
between the two genres have been the focus of several studies. Narrative writing 
involves telling a story, while expository texts involve conveying facts or describing 
procedures. Expository texts take longer to master (Berman & Verhoeven, 2002), 
and the differences are evident in the student’s text (Beers & Nagy, 2011; Koutsoftas 
& Gray, 2012). Expository writing is more cognitively demanding for novice writ-
ers and demands the use of both more complex vocabulary (Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 
2007) and more sophisticated sentence structure (Reilly et al., 2005). This places a 
greater cognitive load on the writer, including greater time in planning and more 
sophisticated knowledge transforming (Beauvais et al., 2011). There is also indica-
tive evidence that, at least for L2 writers, the two writing genres influence inter-rater 
reliability (Jeong, 2017). Novice writers produce shorter summaries which are more 
error prone when they produce expository texts. However, more complex text struc-
tures may be used in expository written products (Scott & Windsor, 2000).

10.3  Children Learning to Write

Children bring different competencies, experiences, and languages to the writing 
process. Specifically, children with developmental difficulties/learning difficulties 
have been the focus of researchers. These studies have focused on dyslexia (Hebert 
et al., 2018); developmental motor coordination (DCD) (Prunty et al., 2016); devel-
opmental language disorders (DLD), previously called specific language impair-
ment (Graham et al., 2020); and autism (Zajic & Wilson, 2020). The impact of poor 
reading comprehension has been linked to problems with the quality of children’s 
written outputs (Cragg & Nation, 2006). While each of these developmental diffi-
culties presents with a different profile of difficulties, their problems serve to high-
light the complexity of the writing process and the ways in which proximal and 
distal factors impact on writing. For example, Hebert et al. (2018) examined why 
children with dyslexia struggle with writing. They report a high percentage of mis-
spelled words, difficult-to-read handwriting, poor organization, a lack of fully 
developed ideas, and/or a lack of diverse vocabulary, while for children with DCD, 
problems are evident beyond the expected motor aspects of handwriting (Prunty 
et al., 2016). By corollary, while the primary problem for children with DLD is oral 
language and, as a result, the ability to generate ideas in texts, the precise linguistic 
driver is a matter of debate (Macki et al., 2013). This suggests that it is important to 
move beyond diagnostic categories and capture profiles of need across development.
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Vocabulary, oral sentence skills, and discourse-level language are all associated 
with writing development (Abbott & Berninger, 1993; Arfé et  al., 2016; Arfé & 
Pizzocaro, 2016; Dockrell et  al., 2019a; Kim & Schatschneider, 2016). Isolating 
their effects depends on the age of the children assessed, the way in which writing 
is assessed, and whether the children assessed have additional learning needs 
(Connelly et al., 2012a, b; Dockrell et al., 2012). Current studies typically report 
only weak to moderate correlations between measures of oral language and the 
quality of student’s writing and weak correlations with productivity (Apel & Apel, 
2011; Kent & Wanzek, 2016; Olinghouse & Graham, 2009; Olinghouse & Leaird, 
2009), suggesting that while oral language is important, it is not as significant or 
robust as the impact of proximal factors. Consequently, oral language may best be 
conceptualized as a distal factor supporting the development of written text produc-
tion. Distal, however, does not mean insignificant as there is preliminary evidence 
that oral sentence fluency supports written text generation over time and across 
languages (Savage et al., 2017).

Reading also influences written text production. Word reading is associated with 
transcription skills, and word recognition skills consistently predict spelling abili-
ties at all elementary grade levels (Abbott & Berninger, 1993). Additionally, 
improvement in word reading leads to an improvement in spelling (Ahmed et al., 
2014). By corollary, poor reading comprehension impacts on text-level writing, 
where children with poorer reading comprehension, but age-appropriate spelling, 
produce texts which are more limited and less sophisticated in comparison to age- 
matched peers (Cragg & Nation, 2006). Bidirectional relations between reading and 
writing exist (Abbott et al., 2010), but recent evidence suggests that that reading-to- 
writing conceptualizations are superior, especially for word and text levels of writ-
ing (Ahmed et al., 2014). Again, only moderate associations between writing and 
measures of reading are reported (Kent & Wanzek, 2016).

The coordination of the components of text production places heavy demands on 
WM resources (McCutchen, 1996; Olive et al., 2009). If a child needs to search for 
the letters to create a word, then ideas and plans can be lost as they overload the 
capacity of WM (Graham et  al., 1997). WM is also an independent longitudinal 
predictor of later writing disabilities in elementary school (Costa et al., 2018) and 
listening span, a measure of WM, a significant predictor of text generation in upper 
elementary school (Swanson, 1996).

In sum, the data suggest that when considering individual children’s challenges 
in learning to write, it is important to profile both proximal and distal skills and not 
rely on diagnostic categories (Dockrell et al., 2019a, b). An important consideration 
is, however, the language in which children are learning to write. Different lan-
guages cause different challenges in text production, and as such, different break-
points may be evident.
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10.3.1  Languages They Write

In English, transcription skills (handwriting and spelling) constrain written produc-
tion at the early stages of learning to write. The effect of transcription diminishes 
with age, when reading skills enhance text production. Less is known about how 
transcription and reading interact with writing in other languages although both 
orthography transparency and morphological complexity of the language impact on 
writing development. Language impacts are evident in spelling, as demonstrated by 
Bigozzi and Vettori (2016) for Italian, Joye et al. (2020) for French, Mo et al. (2018) 
for Chinese, and Ravid (2001) for Hebrew. L1 language also impacts spelling in an 
L2 (Arfé & Danzak, 2020; Arfé & Zancato, 2022).

An interesting insight into the differential impacts of language on writing comes 
from a study by Llaurado and Dockrell (2020). In this study, the authors explored 
the relationships between spelling, reading, and the length and quality of written 
text produced by primary school children speaking three different languages: 
Catalan, English, and Spanish. The authors argued that these languages are good 
test cases for models of writing development as they contrast orthographically and 
morphologically. Language had a significant effect on text production measures: 
young Spanish children produced longer texts which were of higher quality than the 
Catalan- and English-speaking children. Spanish-speaking children also produced 
the lowest number of spelling errors both at the root and for affixed morphemes. By 
contrast, the English-speaking children produced the highest number of both types 
of errors. The Catalan-speaking children did not differ significantly from their 
English peers for root-level spelling but produced significantly fewer spelling errors 
at the affixed morpheme level. Different patterns of relationships between transcrip-
tion, reading, and text production emerged across the three languages. In Catalan, 
only handwriting fluency accounted for significant variance in text productivity and 
quality. By contrast, for the English children, significant variance in productivity 
was accounted for by reading and handwriting fluency and for text quality by hand-
writing fluency and spelling. For the Spanish children, reading skills were the sig-
nificant factor for text quality. These data and comparative studies across languages 
(McBride et al., 2022; Perfetti & Liu, 2005) highlight the importance of examining 
language-specific factors both in the identification of struggling writers and in the 
interventions devised to support writing skills.

10.4  Writing Pedagogy and Interventions

Thinking about writing intervention for school children who struggle with writing 
needs a coordinated approach in terms of both how teaching is targeted and what is 
targeted. Writing processes, i.e., transcription, text generation, planning, and revis-
ing, develop in interaction with each other. Hence, selective difficulties in specific 
writing subprocesses, like handwriting, rarely remain isolated, impacting on other 
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writing processes, like text generation, that develop in interaction with them (Beers 
et al., 2017; Berninger et al., 1997; Wolf et al., 2017).

Empirically validated developmental models/frameworks of writing, like the 
not-so-simple view of writing (Berninger et al., 2002), and the direct and indirect 
effects model of writing (DIEW, Kim, 2016; Kim & Schatschneider, 2017) high-
light areas to target and inform the ways in which interventions could better support 
writing at different points of writing development for students with different writing 
needs. For instance, poor transcription skills constrain written expression and the 
development of writing skills (Berninger et al., 1992; Graham et al., 1997); as such, 
an early emphasis in writing instruction improving fluency in spelling and hand-
writing is key (Alves et  al., 2016; Arfé et  al., 2018; Berninger et  al., 1998a, b; 
Berninger et  al., 1997; Wolf et  al., 2017). Such instructional interventions have 
proved to have positive effects both on the amount of text students produce and on 
their writing quality (Santangelo & Graham, 2016).

A belief among some teachers is that giving children opportunities to practice 
spelling and handwriting will spontaneously result in mastering these two writing 
processes as a result of self-teaching, or implicit learning, mechanisms (Shahar- 
Yames & Share, 2008). Yet, when children experience writing difficulties, practice 
alone, without any scaffolding, is generally insufficient. In some circumstances, 
when the child’s learning processes are inefficient, such as dyslexia, even counter-
productive for the development of transcription skills (Arfé et al., 2018), formal and 
systematic handwriting and spelling instruction, in which teachers model the motor 
patterns of handwriting or teach explicitly how to spell specific words or use spell-
ing rules, are necessary (Graham & Santangelo, 2014; McMaster et  al., 2018). 
Research also shows that spelling and handwriting interventions are most effective 
when multi-modal strategies that combine visual and auditory or auditory, visual, 
and graphomotor word processing are used to teach children integrating motor, 
visual, and phonological/auditory processes in word transcription (Arfé et al., 2018; 
Berninger et al., 1998a, b; Wolf et al., 2017) and when embedded in composing 
activities (Berninger et  al., 2002). Problems in transcription can impact on the 
development of other writing processes that develop in interaction with them. As 
such, a multi-focused pedagogical approach, which combines attention to the weak 
component (e.g., spelling) with a comprehensive intervention that also sustains the 

Table 10.3 Text produced by a third grader with expressive writing problems

The best day I had at school was...
Marta, Grade 3 (Italian and English translation)
ITALIAN: SONO ANDATA IN GITA CON I MIEI COMPAGNI LA COSA CHE MIE 
PIACIUTA DI PIU ESTTATAQADO SIAMO ANDATI NEI PONI E CAVALI E SI 
CHIAMAVA CAIBOLED EPOI MIE PIACIUTO ACHE QUADO ABIAMO VISTO IL 
CIMITERO DEI CAIBOL.
ENGLISH: I WENT ON TRIP WITH MY CLASSMATES THE THING I LIKED MOST 
ITWASWHE [it was when] WE WENT IN THE PONIES AND HORSES AND IT WAS 
NAMED COIBOLED [cowboyland] ANDTHEN I LIKED EVE [even] WHE [when] WE SAW 
THE CEMITERY OF THE CAIBOL [cowboys]
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development of potentially preserved higher-order compositional skills, is needed. 
These higher-order factors include self-regulation (Limpo & Alves, 2018) or text 
generation (Berninger et al., 2002). Such a multi-focused approach is often consid-
ered more effective than highly focused transcription interventions.

Reducing the burdens of transcription is indeed often insufficient to enhance 
children’s text generation skills to a level that allows them to express their ideas 
through writing. Many students who have writing difficulties may also lack the 
syntactic and semantic skills to translate their ideas in text (Arfé et al., 2021; Dockrell 
& Connelly, 2013; Dockrell et al., 2007); see the examples in Table 10.3. These 
abilities, which are more strongly related to oral language development, can be also 
a target of writing instruction. Text generation skills can be trained through complex 
generative writing tasks that require children to produce connected text (Berninger 
et  al., 2002; Coker et  al., 2018) or through focused activities, such as grammar 
instruction (Jones et  al., 2013), written sentence combining (Saddler & Graham, 
2005), or oral sentence generation (Arfé et al., 2021). These latter activities, aimed 
at sustaining the development of sentence-level text generation skills, could be par-
ticularly helpful with the children who struggle with the linguistic translation of 
their ideas.

Grammar instruction alone, which is common among primary school teachers, is 
often insufficient to support the acquisition of text generation skills (Graham & 
Perin, 2007). Indeed, in addition to grammatical knowledge, text generation also 
requires the ability to find words, combine them in working memory, and connect 
new sentences with the text generated to that point. Written sentence combining, 
which trains written sentence generation skills, has been found to be very effective 
in sustaining students’ sentence construction abilities, with moderate positive 
effects (ES = 0.50) on children’s writing (Graham & Perin, 2007).

As a first approach, teaching sentence generation skills through writing tasks 
may be excessively demanding for children with language learning difficulties, who 
struggle with both transcription and oral language (Dockrell et al., 2007, 2009). An 
alternative is to introduce oral language interventions at sentence and/or discourse 
level into comprehensive writing or literacy instructional programs, so that students 
can practice text generation without the burden of transcription. The benefits of 
embedding oral language into writing instruction have been examined mainly with 
young, beginning writers (Goldfeld et al., 2017; Spencer & Petersen, 2018). In a 
recent research, however, Arfé et  al. (2021) found that training students on oral 
sentence generation can be an effective strategy to improve the written composition 
skills of older writers too. In this study, the authors carried out a randomized con-
trolled trial to examine the impact of oral sentence generation (grammatical and 
syntactic) on the written text production of fifth and tenth graders. Their interven-
tion consisted of team-based games to improve oral sentence generation and sen-
tence reformulation skills. Two examples of sentence games are reported in 
Table 10.4. Training on oral sentence generation skills resulted in significant gains 
in both sentence generation and sentence reformulation skills and text macrostruc-
tural quality, but improvement at the sentence level was significant only for the 
younger writers.
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Another way to support text generation and the production of quality writing is 
to support the development of self-regulation skills. Good writers can plan and are 
good at monitoring their writing process and revising their written products 
(Berninger et al., 2002). These abilities are acquired through explicit instruction and 
classroom discussion of specific writing strategies, e.g., planning or revising, or 
through comprehensive self-regulation programs, like the self-regulated strategy 
development (SRSD). While strategy instruction involves teachers’ modeling how 
to use strategies and their skillful use of scaffolding, until children practice the strat-
egy autonomously, spontaneous writing will not improve. SRSD programs are more 
comprehensive and complex: children are taught not only specific writing strategies 
but also the background knowledge necessary to use them (i.e., when and why to 
apply a specific strategy) and the procedures needed for regulating their use: goal 
setting, self-monitoring, self-instruction, and self-reinforcement. These comprehen-
sive interventions show the largest effects (ES = 1.17) among instructional writing 
interventions on how students write (Graham et  al., 2012); however, they also 
require considerable teacher’s training.

10.5  Final Remarks

We have argued that the key to understanding the writing difficulties that children 
experience is to profile their performance on proximal and distal factors that support 
written text generation. These profiles need to consider the age of the child, the 
language in which they are learning to write, and any specific developmental barri-
ers that may impact writing. Recent years have witnessed an increased focus on the 
teaching of writing, but there continue to be concerns about how and when writing 
is taught in schools and whether children are provided with sufficient opportunity to 
practice the skills they are developing (Graham, 2019). Reduced quality and quan-
tity of writing instruction acts as a barrier to writing development and when these 
pedagogical challenges are not addressed results in significant numbers of strug-
gling writers and an increased need for targeted interventions to support struggling 
writers.

Writing is a complex problem-solving process, and thus practicing isolated writ-
ing skills, like spelling or sentence generation, although necessary, is often insuffi-
cient to overcome the writing problems of struggling writers. Rehabilitation 
programs or focused interventions, targeting specific writing skills, typically spell-
ing or handwriting, may have limited impact if children are not helped to transfer 
the abilities and strategies developed in the context of complex writing activities. 
This explains why even best-evidence and powerful focused interventions may not 
show the generalization and maintenance effects that are expected at instructional 
level (Arfé et al., 2018). Instructional writing research shows that comprehensive, 
classroom-based, writing interventions are needed to help struggling writers func-
tionally integrate the skills acquired (e.g., spelling or text generation) in complex 
writing activities (Graham et al., 2012). At classroom level, this involves not simply 
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providing opportunities to practice the acquired writing component skills but also 
providing opportunities to embed this practice within real meaningful, communica-
tive writing tasks. Classroom-based writing instruction indeed encompasses not 
only the writer and her individual cognitive skills but also a communicative context, 
with real readers (the teachers), who provide a social motivation to write (Boscolo, 
2014). Given the large individual and demographic differences in school popula-
tions, to develop this comprehensive approach to writing, teachers need not only an 
understanding of the writing process, of writing development, and of the proximal 
and distal factors affecting writing but also the ability to identify the variety of writ-
ing needs in a classroom and the teaching skills to address, in a range of different 
ways, the foundational skills that need to be taught. Providing teachers with these 
professional skills represents one of the greatest challenges of writing instruction 
(Dockrell & Connelly, 2021).
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Chapter 11
Nurturing Writing of Narrative 
and Expository Texts at the Preschool Level

Ainat Guberman 

11.1  Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to present means through which early childhood educators 
can nurture the development of young children’s literacy – particularly writing – in 
ways that build on their natural interests and support their social, emotional, and 
cognitive development. The chapter describes how children learn to create both nar-
rative and expository texts by combining oral and written language with various 
forms of graphic representations, such as tables and drawings. The texts children 
produce enable them to express ideas, to preserve information over time, and to 
share it with others. The use of written language is gradually incorporated into a 
broader toolkit of meaning-making resources that will potentially be utilized and 
enriched throughout their lives as members of a literate society.

The chapter begins with a short introduction to the terms – literacy, texts, and 
genres. Then, we discuss how writing instruction in early childhood derives from 
the ecological constructivist approach, which views human learning as developing 
in the context of social and cultural activities. During these activities, educators can 
expand young children’s world knowledge and expose them to a broad vocabulary 
and to a wide range of language genres prevalent in literate discourse. In such con-
texts, children can acquire writing skills that will empower their ability to partici-
pate in society and to achieve their goals.

The second and third sections of the chapter provide examples of such activities. 
The second section presents children’s production of both spoken and written nar-
ratives, and the third section provides examples of the production of two types of 
expository texts: documentation of biological observations and comparisons of the 
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characteristics of different countries by graphic means. Both sections show how text 
production in diverse genres improves early writing skills and how the improvement 
in writing skills influences and enhances the use of these genres. The chapter con-
cludes with a discussion of the broader theoretical and practical implications of the 
examples and suggests directions for further research.

11.2  Literacy, Texts, and Genres

UNESCO associates literacy with written language: “Literacy is the ability to iden-
tify, understand, interpret, create, communicate and compute using printed and writ-
ten materials associated with varying contexts…” (UNESCO, n.d.). Other definitions 
associate literacy with communication, in the broad sense of the term: “Literacy… 
implies the ability to communicate and connect effectively with others in an appro-
priate and creative way” (Schola Europaea, 2018, p. 9). Nonetheless, in both con-
ceptualizations of literacy, texts play a central role. Texts are semiotically coherent 
entities designed by their producers to communicate meaning to audiences in spe-
cific cultural and social contexts (Bakhtin, 1986; Kress, 2015). Texts are made up of 
different meaning-making resources, such as spoken and written language, images, 
mathematical notations, as well as facial expressions. Text producers choose from a 
multitude of meaning-making resources – those that are particularly suitable for 
conveying the meanings they wish to communicate while taking into account the 
efforts required for producing and interpreting those resources (Kress, 2015). For 
example, emoji are resources suitable for conveying emotions and are easy to copy 
and use, but some people may find them very difficult to interpret, particularly 
across social and cultural boundaries.

Bezemer and Kress (2016) believe that all meaning-making resources are “poten-
tially of equal semiotic standing” (p. 15). Nonetheless, graphic representations have 
had, and continue to have, a central role in literate societies. Graphic representations 
are two-dimensional symbols that include written language, mathematical nota-
tions, maps, photographs, illustrations, tables, and graphs. Graphic texts enable the 
retention of large amounts of information over long periods, support information 
processing, and serve as excellent means of communication, transcending cultural, 
geographical, and time distances. Therefore, the emergence of graphic texts has 
changed human history (Donald, 1991; Olson, 1994). The printing revolution accel-
erated the use of graphic texts and increased their impacts on every aspect of those 
cultures that were exposed to printing. The high degree of accessibility to informa-
tion and communications technologies (ICT) has further intensified their impact.

A text’s message is derived from the meaning-making resources its producer(s) 
choose, as well as from their layout. For example, newspapers can express an opin-
ion through written arguments, catchy headlines, graphs, photographs, or cartoons. 
A caption adds information to the overall meaning that a photograph does not con-
vey and vice versa. Editors can emphasize the importance and urgency they attribute 
to the point in question by choosing emotionally loaded words, colored photo-
graphs, and large size fonts and by placing them on the front page. Together, those 
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meaning-making means and their layout form a “multimodal ensemble,” a unique 
text that has a meaning that none of its individual components can convey in its 
entirety (Bezemer & Kress, 2016; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006; Unsworth, 2006).

Texts that are designed to achieve similar communicative goals in similar social- 
cultural contexts share recognizable similarities and are called a text genre. Typical 
text genre forms include content, style, and structure (Bakhtin, 1986). For instance, 
recipes are texts that share the goal of instructing readers how to prepare food. 
Although each recipe is a unique text, they all share the same genre. Recipes may 
differ from each other in the type of food they deal with and the ingredients, cooking 
methods, language, and nonverbal representations they include. Yet, they all begin 
with a list of ingredients and cooking tools, followed by a list of instructions. 
Illustrations, icons, and photographs often support the messages that the verbal lan-
guage attempts to convey. Readers expect to find those typical genre characteristics 
in the recipes they read and use them to interpret such texts. Genres are enacted each 
time they are used and are adapted to the communicators’ needs in each specific 
interaction. Over time, genres are consolidated through repeated use and evolve as 
times change (Bakhtin, 1986). To illustrate, the letter genre has characteristic con-
tent, style, and structure that developed in specific social, cultural, material, and 
historical contexts. Letters sent to the Pharaohs in Al-Amarna on clay tablets in the 
fourteenth century BC are very different from formal letters of today. Nonetheless, 
both contain the names and titles of the addressor and addressee, formal opening 
and closing statements, and a message that includes a report or a request. The typi-
cal form and style conventions help the addressees comprehend the addressors’ 
communicative intentions.

Bakhtin (1986) draws a distinction between primary and secondary genres. 
Primary genres develop in the context of daily interactions among individuals, 
whereas secondary genres develop in complex contexts of culturally mediated com-
munication such as literature and science. This chapter deals with two types of 
secondary genres: narratives and expository texts. Narratives are associated with 
Bruner’s (1986) narrative thinking mode that uses story-like constructions to explain 
human behavior and emotions in social contexts. They evolved from spoken narra-
tives used in conversations to relate to events. In contrast, expository texts are asso-
ciated with the paradigmatic thinking mode that is formal and logical. They are 
typical of academic, technological, and scientific contexts and evolved from oral 
explanations, descriptions, and arguments (Blum-Kulka et al., 2004). Children need 
to acquire both types of secondary genres in order to fully participate in the cultural 
life of literary societies.

11.3  Writing Instruction

Writing instruction is a complex task that involves combining multiple skills and 
different areas of knowledge (Scarborough, 2001; Snow et al., 1998). Some of these 
areas have a relatively narrow scope and are easier to master, whereas others are 
broader and require lifelong learning. According to Snow et  al. (1998), letter 

11 Nurturing Writing of Narrative and Expository Texts at the Preschool Level



246

recognition and production, developing phonological awareness, and learning the 
grapheme- phoneme correspondences are relatively simple, even though they require 
extensive efforts in preschool and the first 2 years of elementary school. In contrast, 
acquisition of world knowledge and vocabulary and interpreting and producing sec-
ondary text genres are challenging at all levels of education.

Contexts and vocabulary are strongly intertwined. Some words appear mainly in 
literary or professional contexts and may be unfamiliar to those who are less 
involved in them (Olson, 1994). In order to read and produce texts associated with 
such contexts, the relevant vocabulary, as well as the concepts they represent, has to 
be acquired. Thus, vocabulary enrichment also involves the acquisition of world 
knowledge. Both vocabulary size and world knowledge are strong predictors of 
academic success (Hoff, 2006; Murnane et al., 2012).

Using texts as a means of communication can transcend geographic and cultural 
distances, as well as historical periods. This can be achieved when the texts are de- 
contextualized, including all the necessary information for their interpretation in an 
orderly and clear manner (Sweet & Snow, 2003). The production of de- 
contextualized, cohesive, and coherent texts is a significant challenge for both chil-
dren and adults. Much of the difficulty stems from the differences between spoken 
and written language. Whereas face-to-face daily interactions are highly dependent 
on shared knowledge between the interlocutors and on the immediate context and 
therefore do not require clarifications from the speaker, written texts of secondary 
genres are designed to convey messages without these external support systems 
(Sweet & Snow, 2003). When producing such texts, authors first need to adopt the 
readers’ perspective in order to successfully predict what knowledge they share and 
what needs to be supplied and to present their message in a well-organized manner 
(Donaldson, 1978; Rijlaarsdam et  al., 2008). As they write, authors need to pay 
attention to a multitude of aspects such as their choice of words, the text structure, 
the genre conventions, and readers’ expectations. Such considerations involve meta-
cognitive and metatextual processes that over time result in intellectual growth 
(Bazerman, 2009).

We believe that writing instruction should address all aspects of text production 
simultaneously, from early childhood and onward, instead of waiting until children 
acquire the basics of letter production and the grapheme-phoneme correspondences 
(Castles et al., 2018). In countries that devote time to learning how to read and write 
before children use reading and writing for learning, students reach the fourth grade 
with insufficient vocabulary, world knowledge, and acquaintance with text genres 
that are necessary for further learning. This phenomenon is particularly severe 
among students of lower socioeconomic strata (Chall et al., 1990; Duke & Block, 
2012; Murnane et al., 2012; Snow, 2017).

Our proposal for addressing writing instruction derives from the ecological con-
structivism approach. According to this approach, human learning occurs when par-
ticipants who have different skills, experiences, and perspectives collaborate in 
significant activities that take place in specific social-cultural contexts 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Vygotsky, 1978). Examples of such activities include pre-
paring a recipe for a favorite dish or producing a list of equipment for a field trip. 
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The more children are actively engaged in the interactions surrounding the activi-
ties, the more they gain world knowledge, and the larger the vocabulary they acquire. 
In such interactions, children are exposed to different texts that support the actions 
they wish to perform. They learn about the meaning-making resources used to cre-
ate those texts, their structure, and how they contribute to the messages those texts 
convey (Kress, 2015). Such learning situations serve to empower the children, who 
gradually become effective and independent participants in social-cultural activi-
ties. This in turn increases their motivation to learn and the likelihood that they will 
use the knowledge they acquired in additional situations (Bruner, 1986; Ochs, 1996).

Educators have the role of advocating for the use of texts as cultural tools and 
thus help the children use relevant texts for the appropriate occasions and to experi-
ence their usefulness. Conversations between peers are also invaluable resources for 
learning. Peers can share their knowledge and assist each other, while they collabo-
rate in performing different activities. In the case of disagreement, their relatively 
equal status enables them to discuss the issues at stake, try to convince each other, 
and reach agreement based on a shared understanding, rather than on submitting to 
adult authority (Cekaite et  al., 2014). Such conversations expose children to the 
textual characteristics of scholastic texts, in which explanations, clarifications, and 
argumentations are prevalent.

Bruner (1960) believed that curricula should be “spiral,” i.e., they should consist 
of repetitions in increasing levels of difficulty of fundamental principles, concepts, 
or values. Each level should build on the previous ones, expanding and deepening 
the knowledge students have already acquired, improving their skills, and connect-
ing them with other areas. Such a learning process begins with manageable tasks 
and easy-to-comprehend ideas and results in students having abstract and compre-
hensive knowledge and high level of proficiency in the acquired skills. Drawing on 
Bruner’s spiral curriculum, we believe that when children engage with the same 
subjects from different perspectives, their knowledge becomes broader and more 
thorough. As their knowledge and skills improve, their sense of self-competence 
strengthens, and their motivation to use and produce texts increases. An added value 
from a pedagogic point of view is that educators in such situations can monitor the 
children’s progress as they work and plan future learning activities without raising 
their anxiety over issues of achievement.

11.4  Storytelling as a Triger for Writing

Bruner (1986) believed that there are two basic modes of thinking: narrative and 
paradigmatic. The narrative mode attempts to understand human motivations and 
interactions, whereas the paradigmatic mode is logical and abstract. Stories are 
associated with the narrative mode. A basic definition of the term “story” is a writ-
ten or spoken text that relates to one or more events (Prince, 2003; Rimmon-Keynan, 
1983). A story is a universal genre that begins at an early stage in the development 
of children’s communication patterns and is acquired naturally in the process of 
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socialization. In the mature state, stories are aesthetic productions with the typical 
components of context (orientation), a complication that prompts a series of events, 
resolution, evaluation that reveals the narrator’s position in relation to the story, and 
a coda that relates the story to the present (Labov & Waletzky, 1967). Although the 
development of storytelling can be viewed as part of children’s literacy acquisition, 
the emphasis in this chapter is that storytelling can be used as a vehicle to promote 
initial writing.

11.4.1  Dictating Stories

How can we encourage children to initiate storytelling? This topic has received 
much attention in the literature. Many approaches have been proposed and imple-
mented. Berman and Slobin (1994) extensively studied and promoted the approach 
in which pictures are used as stimulants for stories; McCabe and Peterson (1991) 
made use of questions to encourage children’s storytelling (“Yesterday I lost a spe-
cial present I received for my birthday. It made me very sad. Has something like this 
ever happened to you?”). This chapter focuses on the approach of Nicolopoulou 
(1996, 2002) that is based on encouraging children to initiate and dictate stories to 
the teacher in the preschool. In her studies, Nicolopoulou describes a pedagogical 
method practiced in the preschool she had observed, in which children dictated 
stories to the teachers during the day and acted them out for their friends at the end 
of the day. The current study applied the dictation process within a group activity.

Oral stories have unique characteristics that differ from other types of oral dia-
logue. In children’s stories, the development of the use of various characteristics of 
literate and “extended” texts, such as “high” language registers, textual continuity, 
complex expressions, clarifications, clear and explicit formulations, as well as 
poetic expressions and the use of typical story structures (Labov, 1972), can be 
traced over time. Thus, the act of dictating a story encourages the children to use 
richer language and more expanded and extended texts (Wells, 1981) that character-
ize literate discourse. The ability to use such “book echoing” language (Blum-Kulka 
& Hamo, 2011) is developed through exposing children to books and is reinforced 
when the children create their own extended texts. Thus, the experience of children 
with storytelling creates an opportunity not only to share things that are significant 
to them but also to do this while using more sophisticated language and thereby 
advance and develop their language abilities.

As mentioned, the dictation process took place within a group activity, an impor-
tant dimension of this process, in which friends dictate stories and draw pictures 
side by side. This enables social interaction to play a part in the process of meaning- 
making (Vygotsky, 1978). It encourages the children to tell stories and to take ideas 
from each other in addition to developing their own ideas.

Nicolopoulou’s (1996) study demonstrates the mutual influence children had 
while observing and listening to their peers. In this case study too, there were indi-
cations that the children’s storytelling ability had developed over time, as a result of 

A. Guberman



249

both their own experience and that of their classmates. Over time, a gradual devel-
opment of coherent texts occurred, which included “high” language registers, com-
plex expressions, clarifications within the text, poetic expressions, and a clear 
preference for the creation of longer stories. In addition, the group setting had an 
influence on the children’s degree of participation. The storytelling process is a 
demanding task, for children and adults alike. Storytelling requires concentration 
and effort, and some children found it difficult to start dictating and postponed it for 
a while (“I need to think about it some more”). The group activity enabled children 
to participate in the activity, listen to their friends’ stories, and decide when they too 
were ready to dictate a story of their own.

In the current case study, Nicolopoulou’s approach was applied, in which the 
children do not receive any guidance or comments on the construction of their texts. 
Each dictated story is accepted and welcomed. The teacher gives it her full attention 
and writes it down verbatim. The absence of specific guidance enables the children 
to spontaneously focus on topics of their interest.

It is important to note that already at the story dictation stage, the children are 
exposed and become more phonologically aware of words, letters, syllables, and 
their significance, and this strengthens their awareness of the meaning of the graphic 
symbols that comprise words. For example, children who dictated stories under-
stood that they should do so in a slow and measured pace, in order to enable the 
teacher to put their story on paper, and at their initiative, they adopted a method of 
slow dictation that emphasizes every syllable of the word separately (“The e-le- 
phant shou-ted a beau-ti-ful song”1). This strengthened their phonological aware-
ness and their sensitivity to components of words and to the division of words into 
syllables.

11.4.2  Writing Stories

The second step of the process was to encourage and assist children to write their 
stories, despite the fact that they have not yet been formally taught to write. The 
children are exposed to letters and words in their daily preschool routine. They copy 
letters and words and become familiar with the alphabet. However, they are not 
expected to write sentences that convey meaning. In the activity described in this 
chapter, the children were asked to take the next step and to write a story. This 
assignment confronted the children with the challenge of using written language: 
identifying letters and using them in their efforts to write. This approach is based on 
the understanding that an effective way for children to learn to write is through early 
attempts to engage in writing on their own (Fox, 2008). The outcome will often be 
scribbles and partial letters, but the very effort to transcribe spoken words to signs 
on paper stimulates their understanding of the substance of the writing process and 

1 This and other examples in the chapter are translated from the Hebrew.
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provides them with an opportunity to become acquainted with the link between 
phonological units and graphemes.

Most surprisingly, children believe that they know how to write, even though 
they do not necessarily think that they know how to read (Fox, 2008). This perspec-
tive is consistent with the approach in the educational literature (Teubal & Guberman, 
2014) that recommends exposing preschool children to a wide range of writing 
practices, using multiple techniques in which the children try to convey various 
kinds of messages on paper. However, skills that are traditionally related to the written 
word, such as identifying and writing single unrelated words, have a central role in 
many preschool activities and, as was mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, 
place excessive emphasis on the development of decoding and deciphering skills 
(McCabe, 2013). Such an emphasis is likely to encourage the reading of words with-
out understanding their significance in a broader text. In a number of studies, this 
phenomenon has been identified to be negatively correlated with success in school 
(Chall et al., 1990; Gee, 2012; Oakhill et al., 2019; Spaull & Pretorius, 2019).

The children were enthusiastic, but also concerned, about the challenge of writ-
ing. The act of writing is not a natural activity for them (Smith, 1987). It requires a 
great deal of effort and commitment on their part and can often be frustrating. Thus, 
various methods were offered to assist the children in addressing this challenge. 
They were introduced to the letter ruler, which presents all the letters of the alphabet 
clearly, supported by pictures whose first syllable represents each letter, and in addi-
tion, the teacher helped them learn to use the letter ruler (Fig. 11.1). The teacher 
pointed to the required letter and, when necessary, demonstrated how to transcribe 
it. Children who participated in the activity supported each other by listening, react-
ing, asking questions, and copying (Fig. 11.2). The teacher did not comment on the 
correctness of the writing such as spelling mistakes, connected series of words, 
detached syllables within the word, or inconsistent use of letters. This will be 
addressed as the children progress to higher grades, but not at this early stage of 
initial efforts to write.

A third step in the process to help the children address the challenge was to inte-
grate dictation with writing. In this activity, the children often threw themselves 
straight into the writing process, but withdrew after a while, feeling overwhelmed 
by the experience. In these cases, they were offered the choice to dictate entire 
phrases to the teacher for them to copy later on or alternatively to go back to the 
dictation phase and to dictate to her the continuation of the story that they had 
started to write themselves. The following example demonstrates the complexity of 
the transition from the spoken to the written word. Tamar made a concentrated effort 
to address the challenge she was presented. She made use of the letter ruler and 
consulted with the teacher (“t… t… tr… ah! here it is…”). Eventually, she began to 
write a complex story “trwr trs andwr sd tl km” (There were trees and they were sad 
until they came). She then requested that the teacher read what she had managed to 
write, and subsequently attempted to continue writing the story, but found it too dif-
ficult to do so. The teacher suggested that she dictate the continuation of the story: 
“There were trees and they were sad until a herd of cattle came and they gave birth 
to a lot of children.”
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Fig. 11.1 The writing challenge

The children also engaged in various writing tasks that they themselves initiated 
spontaneously, in order to enhance their ability to master their writing skills. For 
example, while waiting for their turn to dictate a story, some of the children “deco-
rated” the pages they had dictated earlier by copying words from the letter ruler, 
unrelated to their new story, and distributing them in various places on the page. 
These activities were self-chosen, and they reflect the children’s desire to teach 
themselves the skills needed in order to be able to write.

The effort to write brought about a shift in the nature of the children’s stories. 
They became shorter, with less complex sentences, fewer specific connectives (such 
as “when” or “because,” instead of “and”), and minor reference to people’s inner 
worlds (Smith, 1987). The children’s focus of attention was diverted from develop-
ing the stories to the technical aspects of writing: identifying the appropriate letters, 
copying them, and constructing meaningful words.

Writing and “writing-like activities” provide opportunities to practice and 
improve the children’s literacy skills. In this attempt to introduce writing, an effort 
was made to mobilize storytelling and to use it as a vehicle, not only to develop 
spoken language but also to promote writing.
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Fig. 11.2 A writing group activity in the preschool

11.5  Producing Expository Texts

Expository texts aim to influence the conceptualizations the addressees have about 
the topics at hand. Typical expository texts include definitions, records of observa-
tions, descriptions, explanations, and argumentations. Some of their characteristics 
are challenging when compared to other types of written texts (Schleppegrell, 2001; 
Snow & Uccelli, 2009). In this section, we will present the characteristics of exposi-
tory texts and the challenges involved in their interpretation and production. We will 
first explain what nonverbal representations are and then provide two examples 
showing how young children can participate in expository text production by using 
verbal and nonverbal representations.

11.5.1  The Characteristics of Expository Texts

Expository texts represent and communicate ideas associated with the paradigmatic 
thinking mode. In order to convey accurate messages, producers of expository texts 
often use technical terms that non-experts are not familiar with. However, such 
terms render the texts less comprehensible and may even be misleading, when cer-
tain words have additional meanings in everyday language. For example, elemen-
tary school students often misinterpret the meaning of the term “angle size” as the 
length of the segments that represent the angle’s rays (Mitchelmore, 1998). 
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Expository texts tend to be denser than other forms of written language, i.e., they 
include more content words per sentence in comparison to other text forms 
(Schleppegrell, 2001; Snow & Uccelli, 2009). In addition, they often evoke a static 
overtone emanating from their generalized and abstract topics, as well as from their 
style. Grammatically, the passive voice and nominalization (rephrasing verbs and 
adjectives as nouns) produce the static effect. Thus, for example, expository texts 
emphasize contents of arguments (nominalization of argue) and decisions that were 
made (passive voice) while deemphasizing the actors who were involved in those 
arguments and how their actions shaped the final decisions. The static nature of such 
texts encourages prolonged reflection and analysis, whereas an active style could 
have resulted in rapid changes of readers’ focus of attention, in accordance with the 
described actions and events. The static overtone also supports the impression that 
the text is neutral, objective, and permanent (Halliday & Martin, 1993; Livnat, 
2012; Snow & Uccelli, 2009).

Expository text production is particularly challenging. In an experimental study, 
Berman and Nir-Sagiv (2007) asked students of different age groups, from fourth 
graders to adults, to write a narrative about a conflict they had experienced and to 
produce an expository text about conflicts between people. They found that although 
the expository texts elicited more complex morphological and grammatical struc-
tures than narratives, the overall quality of their discourse construction was lower. 
This conclusion was true of all of the participants’ age groups. In the following, we 
will show how young children can produce coherent and cohesive expository texts 
using both verbal and nonverbal representations.

11.6  Nonverbal Graphic Representations

Nonverbal graphic representations are drawings, photographs, maps, tables, etc. 
Each of these meaning-making modes has its own genres, such as geological, politi-
cal, or synoptic maps, and embodies specific affordances that make them particu-
larly suitable to convey certain meanings. For example, schematic illustrations are 
useful in delineating structural composition, whereas bar graphs are a convenient 
means of representing quantitative comparisons. Interpreting some nonverbal repre-
sentations, such as some photographs of daily objects, can be self- evident to most 
people, whereas interpreting X-ray images requires extensive learning in order to 
properly interpret them. Today, nonverbal representations are becoming increas-
ingly prevalent, and the importance of learning about them is subsequently increas-
ing (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Furthermore, nonverbal graphic representations 
are often combined with written language into multimodal texts. In these cases, 
nonverbal representations convey some of the texts’ meanings, and interpreting 
them becomes an integral part of interpreting the whole text.

In the early stages of literacy acquisition, nonverbal representations can be used 
to support text production and interpretation due to their relative accessibility to 
young children (Teubal & Guberman, 2014). As children’s mastery of written 
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language increases, they can rely more heavily on writing when choosing among 
different meaning-making resources for their texts.

11.6.1  A World of Pests in a Spice Garden

Scientific illustration is one of the main genres of nonverbal graphic representation, 
and it serves of purpose of depicting an item as accurately as possible (Mikel, 2007). 
In comparison to photographs, scientific illustrations are more suitable for delineat-
ing structural aspects and for distinguishing between essential characteristics and 
incidental variations of color, shape, and size. Due to these affordances, scientific 
illustrations often appear in scientific texts conveying information that would have 
been unclear had other meaning-making resources been used. Since drawing 
requires careful observation and identification of significant characteristics, draw-
ings have formed the basis for the categorization of biological species (Olson, 1994; 
Wilson, 2003). However, producing adequate scientific illustrations requires exper-
tise in the relevant disciplinary field, in addition to drawing skills. In a study of 
fourth graders, they were asked to produce an illustration representing a layer of 
onion cells that they watched through a microscope. One student drew the cell walls 
as if they were interconnected wavy threads, another drew a brick wall, and others 
depicted the air bubbles they saw on the glass slide (Jewitt et al., 2001).

The aim of scientific drawings in early childhood is that children be inspired by 
a sense of wonder: while often investigating something supposedly familiar, they 
discover a whole new world that was hitherto concealed right under their noses 
(Teubal, 2003). A conversation about the illustrations enables children to acquire 
new vocabulary and to verbally express the knowledge they acquired visually and 
kinesthetically. Brooks (2003), for instance, describes how a drawing of a butterfly 
chrysalis led children to ask questions and acquire knowledge about larval develop-
ment and the relevant vocabulary.

The preschool children who produced the drawings below (Fig. 11.3) were given 
a magnifying glass to watch the spice herbs that grew in their garden. They were 
surprised to see a multitude of pests that were feeding on the leaves. The children 
drew illustrations of the diverse types of pests they found and wrote some of the 
pests’ names.

The girl who produced the illustration in Fig. 11.3 drew (from left to right) a 
snail, an unidentified plant with snails, a sage plant (with aphids on the bottom 
leaves), a leaf with aphids, and a beetle (probably a ladybug). She identified the 
pictures with words (she wrote in Hebrew): “aphids,” “sage,” and “beetle.” The 
girl’s drawing shows that she had acquired knowledge about different species of 
pests and technical, rare vocabulary.

On another occasion, the children decided to follow the development of swal-
lowtail butterfly larvae more closely and took photographs of different phases of 
their development. After the children observed a complete life cycle, each child 
produced a nonverbal graphic text to describe the cycle (Fig. 11.4). The text’s layout 
presents the different stages clearly as well as their cyclic nature.
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Fig. 11.3 Pests in an herb garden

Fig. 11.4 The life cycle of the swallowtail butterfly
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11.7  Producing a Table to Gather Information and Compare 
Between Countries

A table is a nonverbal graphic format that is useful for recording and organizing 
large amounts of data (Wainer, 1992). It is particularly suitable for presenting com-
parisons, since columns and rows accentuate shared characteristics of the data they 
contain (Tversky, 2001). Table production requires systematic work and logical rea-
soning, and when the shared characteristics are abstract, it may also encourage 
abstract thinking. All of these are associated with the paradigmatic ways of thinking.

Israeli preschoolers who were learning about countries around the globe pro-
duced the table showed in Fig. 11.5. They learned about Mexico and the Netherlands 
and were eager to find out in what ways they were similar to or different from Israel. 
Each child contributed a piece of information. The teacher drew an organizing table, 
and the children placed representations of the information they had collected in 
the cells.

In the table they produced, each column represents a country: Israel is on the left, 
Mexico is in the center, and the Netherlands is on the right. The first row presents 
the national flags of each country; the second row shows famous artists, Zeev 
Engelmayer, an Israeli cartoonist, Frida Kahlo from Mexico, and van Gogh from the 

Fig. 11.5 Country comparison tables
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Netherlands; and the third row shows typical plants in each country: poppy and 
chrysanthemum in Israel, cactus in Mexico, and tulip in the Netherlands. Each of 
the drawings has a corresponding written description in Hebrew. Favorite foods 
appear in the fourth row. Israel’s food is falafel. The children drew the food along 
with the typical way of consuming it: stuffed into a pita bread that is held by hand. 
Mexican food is tortia, tequila (presented in writing only), and chili peppers (pre-
sented in drawing only). The Dutch food is fried potatoes, mayonnaise, and choco-
late sprinkles (hagelslag). The last row represents landscapes: both Israel and 
Mexico have deserts. The children wrote the name of Israel’s southern desert 
(Negev) and used the written word desert to describe Mexico. The Netherlands’ 
landscape is water. While producing these representations, the children used both 
drawings and written language to the same degree and experienced the affordances 
of each mode for conveying information. Drawings are particularly suitable for rep-
resenting shapes (including van Gogh’s artistic style), whereas writing accurately 
represents names.

The table format enabled the children to present a large amount of information in 
a concise manner. The teacher hung the table on the preschool’s wall, to support 
children’s memory and sense of ownership of the information they had gathered. In 
addition, the table can be extended to include additional countries, and thus such a 
repetition would accentuate abstract aspects that are relevant for describing and 
comparing counties: physical geography, flora, fauna, and culture. By learning 
about specific countries and producing the table, the children have acquired world 
knowledge and relevant vocabulary. The teacher laid the foundations for further 
studies of geography. Finally, having become acquainted with the table format, chil-
dren can rely on the similarity between the structure of tables and that of the exposi-
tory texts containing comparisons, and they can more easily use such tables as 
graphic organizers of their text summaries. Such practices help to increase the read-
ing comprehension of all students, but are particularly helpful for students with 
learning disabilities (Dexter & Hughes, 2011; Jiang & Grabe, 2007).

11.8  Final Remarks

This chapter focuses on how children develop their abilities to produce both narra-
tive and graphic texts. Both involve a prolonged process that begins in early child-
hood and continues in all later stages of life. The examples provided in this chapter 
show that writing instruction could begin in preschool, in an integrative, simultane-
ous manner which also includes acquiring relevant vocabulary, appropriating differ-
ent text genres in accordance with the writer’s goals and using different 
meaning-making resources, as well as learning about the world. This chapter there-
fore supports the simultaneous approach to writing instruction and exemplifies its 
feasibility. There is no need to wait until young children master the basics of writing 
before they start using it for learning. On the contrary, children are eager to acquire 
writing when they realize how useful writing is for the social-cultural activities in 
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which they can participate. Writing instruction in preschools (and beyond) should 
be student centered and highly motivating and encourage collaboration among peers 
as they are engaged in project-based learning. The chapter addresses how the use of 
narratives is a very effective context for developing writing skills. It begins with 
children’s dictating stories and continues with various ways of encouraging them to 
write their stories.

The children who produced the texts presented in this chapter incorporated in 
verbal and nonverbal representations to varying degrees. The option of using non-
verbal representations instead of written language is not necessarily limited to 
young children. In special education, the use of images in augmentative and alterna-
tive communication systems as well as technology-supported instructional tools is 
well documented (Cheng & Lai, 2020; Elsahar et al., 2019; O’Neill et al., 2018). 
Nonverbal representations can also enable children of immigrant families to express 
their ideas and thus to develop their literacy skills. For example, immigrant children 
produced multimodal electronic books in which they combined their spoken and 
written languages with drawings, photographs, and video clips (Ntelioglou et al., 
2014; Pacheco & Miller, 2016). In Israel, preschool children of immigrant families 
produced together with their preschool staff a Hebrew-Russian dictionary with 
drawings that supported child-staff-family communication (Guberman, 2020). 
Nonverbal representations are not only substitutes for written language but are also 
significant additional meaning-making resources, and both require learning and 
skill development. This multimodal approach to text production should therefore be 
integrated at all educational levels. Indeed, the prevalence of multimodal texts is 
increasing both in academic and in day-to-day interactions.

The limitations of the studies reviewed in this chapter are their small-scale and 
case study nature. In addition, they were all conducted in Israel. Future research 
should follow how groups of children develop abilities to produce graphic texts and 
to develop writing skills in a variety of social and cultural contexts longitudinally.

Acknowledgments I would like to thank Professor Eva Teubal whose lifelong work shaped the 
theoretical framework of this chapter. The examples provided in the expository text section were 
produced during a professional development course for preschool teachers led by Professor Teubal. 
Dr. Talia Habib wrote the section on narratives production.

References

Bakhtin, M.  M. (1986). The problem of speech genres. In C.  Emerson & M.  Holquist (Eds.), 
Speech genres and other late essays (pp. 60–102). University of Texas Press.

Bazerman, C. (2009). Genre and cognitive development: Beyond writing to learn. In C. Bazerman, 
C.  Bonini, & D.  Figueiredo (Eds.), Genre in a changing world (pp.  279–294). The WAC 
Clearinghouse.

Berman, R.  A., & Nir-Sagiv, B. (2007). Comparing narrative and expository text construction 
across adolescence: A developmental paradox. Discourse Processes, 43(2), 79–120.

Berman, R., & Slobin, D. (Eds.). (1994). Relating events in narrative: A crosslinguistic develop-
mental study. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

A. Guberman



259

Bezemer, J., & Kress, G. (2016). Multimodality, learning and communication. Routledge.
Blum-Kulka, S., & Hamo, M. (2011). Discourse pragmatics. Discourse Studies, 2(1), 143–164.
Blum-Kulka, S., Huck-Taglicht, D., & Avni, H. (2004). The social and discursive spectrum of peer 

talk. Discourse Studies, 6(3), 307–328.
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and 

design. Harvard University Press.
Brooks, M. (2003, September 1–6). Drawing to learn. Beyond the Journal – Young Children on the 

Web. http://www.naeyc.org/files/yc/file/200309/DrawingtoLearn.pdf
Bruner, J. S. (1960). The process of education. Harvard University Press.
Bruner, J. S. (1986). Actual minds, possible worlds. Harvard University Press.
Castles, A., Rastle, K., & Nation, K. (2018). Ending the reading wars: Reading acquisition from 

novice to expert. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 19(1), 5–51.
Cekaite, A., Blum-Kulka, S., Grøver, V., & Teubal, E. (Eds.). (2014). Children’s peer talk: Learning 

from each other. Cambridge University Press.
Chall, J. S., Jacobs, V. A., & Baldwin, L. E. (1990). The reading crisis: Why poor children fall 

behind. Harvard University Press.
Cheng, S. C., & Lai, C. L. (2020). Facilitating learning for students with special needs: A review 

of technology-supported special education studies. Journal of Computers in Education, 7(2), 
131–153.

Dexter, D. D., & Hughes, C. A. (2011). Graphic organizers and students with learning disabilities: 
A meta-analysis. Learning Disability Quarterly, 34(1), 51–72.

Donald, M. (1991). Origins of the modern mind: Three stages in the evolution of culture and cogni-
tion. Harvard University Press.

Donaldson, M. (1978). Children’s minds. Fontana/Collins.
Duke, N. K., & Block, M. K. (2012). Improving reading in the primary grades. The Future of 

Children, 22(2), 55–72.
Elsahar, Y., Hu, S., Bouazza-Marouf, K., Kerr, D., & Mansor, A. (2019). Augmentative and 

alternative communication (AAC) advances: A review of configurations for individuals with 
a speech disability. Sensors, 19(8), 1–24. https://doi.org/10.3390/s19081911

Fox, M. (2008). Reading magic: Why reading aloud to our children will change their lives forever. 
Harvest Books.

Gee, J. P. (2012). Situated language and learning: A critique of traditional schooling. Routledge.
Guberman, A. (2020). Introducing young children to expository texts through nonverbal represen-

tations. Cuaderno del Centro de Estudios de Diseño y Comunicación, 98, 91–112.
Halliday, M.  A. K., & Martin, J.  R. (1993). Writing science: Literacy and discursive power. 

University of Pittsburgh Press.
Hoff, E. (2006). How social contexts support and shape language development. Developmental 

Review, 26, 55–88.
Jewitt, C., Kress, G., Ogborn, J., & Tsatsarelis, C. (2001). Exploring learning through visual, 

actional and linguistic communication: The multimodal environment of a science classroom. 
Educational Review, 53(1), 5–18.

Jiang, X., & Grabe, W. (2007). Graphic organizers in reading instruction: Research findings and 
issues. Reading in a Foreign Language, 19(1), 34–55.

Kress, G. (2015). Semiotic work: Applied linguistics and a social semiotic account of multimodal-
ity. AILA Review, 28, 49–71.

Kress, G., & van Leeuwen, T. (2006). Reading images: The grammar of visual design. Routledge.
Labov, W. (1972). Sociolinguistic patterns. University of Pennsylvania Press.
Labov, W., & Waletzky, J. (1967). Narrative analysis: Oral versions of personal experience. In 

J. Helm (Ed.), Essays on the verbal and visual arts (pp. 12–44). University of Washington Press.
Livnat, Z. (2012). Dialogue, science and academic writing. John Benjamins.
McCabe, A. (2013). A comprehensive approach to building oral language in preschool: 

Prerequisites for literacy. In D. M. Barone & M. H. Mallette (Eds.), Best practices in early 
literacy instruction (pp. 26–41). The Guilford Press.

11 Nurturing Writing of Narrative and Expository Texts at the Preschool Level

http://www.naeyc.org/files/yc/file/200309/DrawingtoLearn.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3390/s19081911


260

McCabe, A., & Peterson, C. (1991). Getting the story: A longitudinal study of parental styles 
in eliciting narratives and decoding narrative skill. In A.  McCabe & C.  Peterson (Eds.), 
Developing narrative structure (pp. 217–253). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Mikel, G. (2007). What is scientific illustration? Retrieved from: http://www.scientificillustrator.
com/scientific- illustration- faq.html

Mitchelmore, M. (1998). Young students’ concepts of turning and angle. Cognition and Instruction, 
16(3), 265–284.

Murnane, R., Sawhill, I., & Snow, C. (2012). Literacy challenges for the twenty-first century: 
Introducing the issue. The Future of Children, 22(2), 3–15.

Nicolopoulou, A. (1996). Narrative development in social context. In D.  Slobin, J.  Gerhardt, 
J. Guo, & A. Kyratzis (Eds.), Social interaction, social context, and language: Essays in honor 
of Susan Ervin-Tripp (pp. 369–390). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Nicolopoulou, A. (2002). Peer-group culture and narrative development. In S.  Blum-Kulka & 
C. E. Snow (Eds.), Talking to adults: The contribution of multiparty discourse to language 
acquisition (pp. 117–152). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Ntelioglou, B. Y., Fannin, J., Montanera, M., & Cummins, J. (2014). A multilingual and multi-
modal approach to literacy teaching and learning in urban education: A collaborative inquiry 
project in an inner city elementary school. Frontiers in Psychology, 5(Article 533), 1–10. 
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00533

O’Neill, T., Light, J., & Pope, L. (2018). Effects of interventions that include aided augmenta-
tive and alternative communication input on the communication of individuals with complex 
communication needs: A meta-analysis. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 
61(7), 1743–1765.

Oakhill, J., Cain, K., & Elbro, C. (2019). Reading comprehension and reading comprehension dif-
ficulties. In D. Kilpatrick, R. Joshi, & R. Wagner (Eds.), Reading development and difficulties. 
Springer.

Ochs, E. (1996). Linguistic resources for socializing humanity. Cambridge University Press.
Olson, D. (1994). The world on paper: The conceptual and cognitive implications of writing and 

reading. Cambridge University Press.
Pacheco, M. B., & Miller, M. E. (2016). Making meaning through translanguaging in the literacy 

classroom. The Reading Teacher, 69(5), 533–537.
Prince, G. (2003). A dictionary of narratology (Rev. ed.). University of Nebraska Press.
Rijlaarsdam, G., Braaksma, M., Couzijn, M., Janssen, T., Raedts, M., Van Steendam, E., Toorenaar, 

A., & Van den Bergh, H. (2008). Observation of peers in learning to write, practice and research. 
Journal of Writing Research, 1(1), 53–83.

Rimmon-Keynan, S. (1983). Narrative fiction: Contemporary poetics. Methuen.
Scarborough, H. (2001). Connecting early language and literacy to later reading (dis)abilities: 

Evidence, theory and practice. In S. B. Neuman & D. K. Dickinson (Eds.), Handbook of early 
literacy research (pp. 97–110). The Guilford Press.

Schleppegrell, M.  J. (2001). Linguistic features of the language of schooling. Linguistics and 
Education, 12(4), 431–459.

Schola Europaea. (2018). Key competences for lifelong learning in the European schools (Ref. No. 
2018-09-D-69-en-1). Schola Europaea, Office of the Secretary-General. https://www.eursc.eu/
BasicTexts/2018- 09- D- 69- en- 1.pdf

Smith, F. (1987). Joining the literacy club: Further essays in education. Heinemann.
Snow, C. E. (2017). The role of vocabulary versus knowledge in children’s language learning: A 

fifty-year perspective. Infancia y Aprendizaje, 40(1), 1–18.
Snow, C. E., & Uccelli, P. (2009). The challenge of academic language. In D. R. Olson & N. Torrance 

(Eds.), The Cambridge handbook of literacy (pp. 112–133). Cambridge University Press.
Snow, C. E., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P. (1998). Preventing reading difficulties in young children. 

National Academy Press.
Spaull, N., & Pretorius, E. (2019). Still falling at the first hurdle: Examining early grade reading 

in South Africa. In N. Spaull & J. D. Jansen (Eds.), South African schooling: The enigma of 
inequality (pp. 147–168). Springer.

Sweet, A. P., & Snow, C. E. (Eds.). (2003). Rethinking reading comprehension. The Guilford Press.

A. Guberman

http://www.scientificillustrator.com/scientific-illustration-faq.html
http://www.scientificillustrator.com/scientific-illustration-faq.html
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00533
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2018-09-D-69-en-1.pdf
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2018-09-D-69-en-1.pdf


261

Teubal, E. (2003). The image of the child as scientist. Hed Hagan, 68(1), 42–53. (In Hebrew).
Teubal, E., & Guberman, A. (2014). Graphic texts: Literacy enhancing tools in early child-

hood. Sense.
Tversky, B. (2001). Spatial schemas in depictions. In M. Gattis (Ed.), Spatial schemas and abstract 

thought (pp. 79–112). MIT Press.
UNESCO Institute of Statistics. (n.d.). Glossary: Literacy definition. http://uis.unesco.org/en/

glossary
Unsworth, L. (2006). Towards a metalanguage for multiliteracies education: Describing the 

meaning- making resources of language-image interaction. English Teaching: Practice and 
Critique, 5, 55–76.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society. Harvard University Press.
Wainer, H. (1992). Understanding graphs and tables. Educational Researcher, 21(1), 14–23.
Wells, G. (1981). Learning through interaction: The study of language development. Cambridge 

University Press.
Wilson, E. O. (2003). Pheidole in the new world: A dominant, hyperdiverse ant genus. Harvard 

University Press.

11 Nurturing Writing of Narrative and Expository Texts at the Preschool Level

http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary
http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary


263

Chapter 12
Writing Technique or Writing Culture? 
Representations of Writing Among 
Children and Teachers 
at High- Achievement Schools in Chile

Gabriela Gómez 

12.1  Introduction

In addition to cognitive and linguistic aspects (Crossley, 2020; MacArthur & 
Graham, 2016; Struthers et al., 2013), writing involves social practices (Cairney, 
2005; Gee, 2007). Hence, how writing is used varies according to the context where 
it is developed. From a sociocultural perspective, writing is an activity located in 
concrete interactions that involve the local with historical tools and practices (Prior, 
2006). Participating in a written culture means becoming involved with this culture 
and appropriating its traditions (Lerner, 2001). Specifically, work with writing 
involves the recognition of contextual factors such as community, family history, 
connection with other institutions, and the perceptions of adults on literacy and 
schooling (Leu et al., 2017).

The predominance of certain types of writing over others (e.g., the difference 
between a song lyric and a school task) involves the power relations and social insti-
tutions that sustain writing (Lahire, 1993). According to this perspective, school has 
historically defined the conceptualization of writing (Lahire, 1999), which is prob-
ably one of the most important functions associated with schooling (Cook-Gumperz, 
2006). However, the standardization of writing practices entails a paradox—a 
school proposes a model that can dissociate writing from its social functions in 
domains other than the school environment. Hence, the work of a school is to com-
bine both domains in such a way that a student is able to develop the didactic and 
social purpose of writing. A school must thus function as a microcommunity of 
writers and readers (Lerner, 2001) whose literacy culture is composed of a great 
diversity of resources that include the availability of written material and access to 
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different opportunities to practice writing. These practices should be associated 
with not only the content of a class but also other practices in a school’s culture, the 
culture of its children, and their context (Cairney, 2003, 2005).

Writing practices in school involve a large number of activities that also impact 
a family’s life and literacy culture (Saracho, 2017; Hull & Schultz, 2001). Since the 
beginning of school, children have arrived with an intuitive interest in writing. As 
Graves (1983) said, “Before they went to school, they marked up walls, pavements, 
newspapers with crayons, chalk, pens or pencils … anything that makes a mark. The 
child’s marks say, ‘I am’ (p. 3).” A literate school culture competes and dialogs with 
the literate culture developed in a family (Cairney, 2003). Both written cultures 
overlap and influence each other. Children, on the other hand, develop a written 
culture with a great diversity of practices that emerge in their family context and 
from their own agency (Calderón, 2017; Dyson, 2013). Children acquire emerging 
knowledge about writing from their families and in interactions with a literate cul-
ture. In addition to the school practices developed at home, children develop volun-
tary writing practices that are associated with creative, playful, and decorative 
writing (Calderón, 2015). These practices are of great relevance since children tend 
to carry texts from one domain to another (Dyson, 2008); that is, writing practices 
are continuously recontextualized by students. On the other hand, at school, stu-
dents develop a large number of writing practices that can be considered “unoffi-
cial” and related to various purposes, e.g., expressing opinions, exchanging 
experiences, or managing peer relationships (Calderón, 2017; Dyson, 2013). These 
practices account for the agency of children in the construction of their own child 
culture.

On the other hand, writing is an essential competence for good school perfor-
mance and learning. In Chile, at least 30% of the language curriculum corresponds 
to writing skills (Ministry of Education [Mineduc], 2012). However, the time dedi-
cated to writing instruction is less than that dedicated to instruction in reading or 
other disciplines (Bañales et  al., 2020; Flores-Ferrés et  al., 2022). This directly 
impacts learning, as evaluation results show a low level of competence mastery. The 
2015 edition of the National System for the Evaluation of Learning Outcomes 
(SIMCE) included an assessment of written competence for students in the sixth 
year of primary school; half of these students failed to demonstrate the development 
of ideas (Agency for Quality of Education [ACE], 2016). These results have per-
sisted over time. SIMCE developed writing test pilots for students of 8 and 10 years 
in 2008, and their results showed that 38% of children were deemed in an initial 
stage. In other words, they were unable to produce meaningful and appropriate texts 
in a communicative situation. In addition, among these preschool students, more 
than half (55%) had a middle or low socioeconomic status (Curriculum and 
Assessment Unit, 2009).

Accordingly, it is relevant to analyze the point of intersection between writing as 
a social and cultural activity and writing as a performance measurement in learning 
assessment. Accordingly, based on a contextual and socioconstructive perspective, 
the objective of this study was to characterize the practices, perceptions, and values 
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attributed to the writing of sixth grade students from schools with outstanding 
results in the 2013 SIMCE Writing assessment.

12.2  Methodology

The research was conducted with students from high-performing schools in Chilean 
national assessments (SIMCE writing test 2013). Along with providing census 
information on writing ability, this instrument has questionnaires that allow the 
characterization of schools and students with respect to demographic factors, such 
as gender, socioeconomic status, and geographical location. Our analysis of this 
information allowed the identification of six schools that, despite their different 
contexts, achieve outstanding results in the evaluations of the written output of their 
students. In each of the schools, focus groups were conducted with students in the 
sixth year of primary school, whose procedures and contents are described below.

12.3  Data and Participants

Our main data source is a database with the results of SIMCE Writing 2013 and the 
questionnaires provided to students, parents, and teachers. This information was 
complemented with public data from the case schools concerning teaching staff, 
enrollment, and student attendance. Only schools with 15 or more students who 
achieved valid results in their writing assessment were considered (Valenzuela 
et al., 2016). The number of students who completed the writing assessment was 
compared with an estimate of the sixth grade enrollment at each school to control 
for possible significant differences between these two figures. From these data, a 
multilevel statistical model was estimated for the identification of the cases of inter-
est. Each score was adjusted to quantify the effect that socioeconomic status, edu-
cational resources, and other individual and school variables could have on it (see 
details of the construction of these variables in Appendix A, Tables 12.A.1 and 
12.A.2). Based on this adjusted score, a subsample was derived with the schools that 
were located in the top 10% of the results and that had a positive difference in their 
scores in relation to what was expected according to their socioeconomic character-
istics (see Appendix B, Table 12.B). Using this information, we selected six schools, 
as shown in Table 12.1, and four of these institutions (two public and two subsidized 
schools) were located in the urban area of Santiago (Cases 1 to 4). Our selection of 
rural establishments was intentional; hence, it was possible to work with an estab-
lishment (Case 5) located in the rural zone of a metropolitan area (MA) and an 
establishment (Case 6) which, although not classified as rural, is located in the north 
of the province of Cachapoal in an environment linked to agro-industrial business. 
Table 12.1 presents a summary of the characteristics of these six establishments.
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Table 12.1 Schools participating in the case study, descriptive variables

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4 Case 5 Case 6

Location MA MA MA MA MA VI region
Rural No No No No Yes No
Writing score 57,39 54,62 58,46 53,18 54,72 58,19
Reading score 282,35 235,48 281,07 258,09 260,33 298,62
Math score 277,34 229,082 272,17 254,33 263,85 314,63
Dependency Voucher 

school
Public 
school

Voucher 
school

Public 
school

Public 
school

Voucher 
school

Family incomes 
(US dollars)

$1000 $ 600 $ 1000 $ 400 $ 450 $ 500

Enrollment 229 360 302 384 187 727

Source: Public official data for educational establishments, Ministry of Education 2013

The final sample thus consisted of groups of between 5 and 6 sixth grade students 
(32 in total). All our activities were developed in schools in spaces such as a library 
or classroom. For this, prior consent was obtained from the authorities of the rele-
vant institutions, teachers, and parents. The confidentiality and safety of the chil-
dren were protected at all times, and they were informed about their rights as 
participants in the study. The information was recorded only on audio, not on video, 
to facilitate the free expression of the students. Below, the interviewed children are 
therefore identified only with capital letters and the case number of their participat-
ing school; when necessary for the purposes of narrative, fictitious names are 
mentioned.

12.4  Procedures

In each establishment, a focus group was organized where the following participa-
tory and playful methodologies were applied:

Activity 1: Literature watch (individual activity)
Each child has an image of a clock on a letter-size sheet. Children should write the 
writing activities they complete on a normal day on the clock. The activity is intro-
duced by giving an example of the researcher’s daily process. The purpose of the 
example is for children to conceptualize that writing exceeds the school environ-
ment. After a few minutes, the monitor asks the children to describe the activities 
they complete during the day.

Activity 2: Literacy map (group activity)
A plan of a house is presented on a large sheet of paper that all children can see 
clearly. The children should discuss what writing activities they carry out in each 
room of the house and mark it on the map by means of a sticky note (post-it). The 
purpose of the activity is for children to socialize with respect to all the activities 
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Fig. 12.1 Children working in “literature watch” and “literacy map.” (Original photograph taken 
with permission of all participants)

they complete at home. After a few minutes, the researcher asks the children to 
explain the activities they wrote in each room (see Figs. 12.1 and 12.2).

Activity 3: Objects to write (individual activity)
Participants are asked to think of an important object to them and to use it while 
writing. It can be a life diary, a blackboard, puzzles, tablet, cell phone, etc. Then, 
each child must explain the usefulness of the object and why it is important to 
him or her.

Activity 4: Final reflection questions to discuss with the group
 4.1. Who likes to write? What things do you write?
 4.2. What do you like about writing?
 4.3. What is easier, to read or write? Why?
 4.4. What do you find boring to write?
 4.5. Who writes in your home? What things do they write?
 4.6. Do you know someone who writes well? Why do you think this person 

writes well?
 4.7. Is there anything else you would like to share about writing?

The results of this chapter derive from our thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2006) of the participants’ interventions. The records were transcribed and coded 
using ATLAS.ti. The analysis was performed using the guidelines presented in 
Table 12.2, which were developed based on the research framework of the project.
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Fig. 12.2 Finished work of “literacy map.” (Original photograph taken by the researcher)

Table 12.2 Relationship between themes and sub-themes and the activities of the focus group

Themes Sub-themes
Activities of the 
focus group

Role of writing in 
everyday activities

Frequent writing activities, both at school and at 
home

1, 2, 3, 4.1, 4.2

Description of preferred writing activities, spaces, 
and social instances in which they are developed

1, 2, 3, 4.1, 4.2

Image of children and 
adult writers

Children’s beliefs about writing 1, 4.1, 4.4
Image of parents and teachers as role models of 
writers

4.5, 4.6

12.5  Results

12.5.1  Writing Activities That Children Frequently Complete 
at Home and School

All the children we interviewed declared that they write at home every day and 
understood writing to be a means of communication that is carried out mainly with 
digital media. There is also a conceptualization of writing as a means of personal 
expression. A large part of the writing activities carried out at home are related to 
the use of technological means. Among these, WhatsApp appears with greater force, 
as it is used to converse in group chats with peers or in individual conversations with 
friends, colleagues, or families: “…I write [on] WhatsApp with my mother, my 
father, my friends, and social networks” (Case 3). In addition, they highlight the 
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social use of this application, since they also use it to catch up on homework or 
organize work with their classmates: “…when I miss class, I always ask, ‘Do you 
have the material for this day?’ And Ana responds, ‘I am not at home’. Then, to 
Barbara, if she does not have the notebook; I ask Daniela, Mónica, all of them…” 
(Case 6). Other social media platforms used by students are Facebook and Instagram 
and, to a lesser extent, Twitter. They also use internet groups, such as Wattpad, on 
some notebooks or tablets that they have at home.

Homework is an activity that all children frequently perform at home and usually 
involves writing that is performed mainly by hand, although sometimes they use the 
internet to search for information or use a computer to create a PowerPoint presen-
tation: “I search [on the internet] when I do not understand a task or the meaning of 
something and it needs to be Googled” (Case 3).

Many students state they have some object in their home for writing, such as an 
agenda, notebook, or life diary. In these objects, they write about topics that interest 
them or things that have happened to them or that catch their attention. They create 
stories, poems, or songs and use them to express their opinions or feelings: “…I 
have a notebook where I write down classes that I like, some song [or] some book 
that I’m reading. When it occurs to me that suddenly, I’m in my room, doing any-
thing and like that, suddenly, I get inspired and I start writing something” (Case 1). 
In some cases, children attribute great importance to objects related to writing, 
whether it is a cell phone itself or pencils or notebooks with sentimental value for 
them: “I do not care about the pencil, I get that from anywhere. However, the note-
book [I care about] because I found it in one of the drawers of my grandfather who 
died; in it, I write every day; since it was empty, I took it” (Case 6).

Several children also use a cell phone to write things that interest them. Notably, 
some forms of writing are seen as natural and routine and are even carried out in 
parallel with other activities, such as watching television, talking (chatting), or 
watching a movie, while noting the parts or characters that interest them: “While I 
am dressing or putting on my pajamas…I write, I don’t know, on WhatsApp, or I 
look for songs on YouTube…”; “I usually watch television with my mom, while I 
respond to my comments on Instagram, Facebook, etc.” (Case 1).

Regarding the use of space in their home, students report using various places in 
their house to carry out writing activities. In general, children state that they write in 
their room as well as in their parents’ room, living room, dining room, courtyard, or 
even bathroom. This is related to the fact that the object that children use most often 
to write is their cell phone, which can be transported to any of these rooms. Many 
claim to have notebooks or tablets, which can also be moved without problems: 
“…I [don’t] use the computer in the courtyard, because there, I have a notebook, so 
I use it in my room, in the living room, and in the dining room too” (Case 3). Several 
children report having a desk for completing their homework or a study room. 
Others state that they complete their homework in their living room or dining room: 
“[Interviewer]: Do you complete summaries in the dining room? / A: Yes, I play 
music and I relax and do the summaries” (Case 4).

Interestingly, writing is perceived as an activity that can be carried out in any 
place or space, even on the floor or walls of their houses. It is also striking that 
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several students emphasize that a writing space should be a comfortable place and 
that the activity even relaxes them: “…sometimes, on the floor, I also write; it’s 
cool, because sometimes it’s freezing” (Case 5). Regarding the duration of these 
activities, children report spending much time at home writing on social networks. 
Several use their cell phones until very late at night or very early in the morning: 
“[Researcher:] Do you get on Facebook? / [Everyone]: Yes. / C: Yes, all day. / B: 
Until 12:00 at night… / A: I disconnect from WhatsApp at 2:00 in the morning” 
(Case 5). Concerning school, children state that there are some subjects for which 
they have to write extensively by, e.g., copying a great deal of material from the 
blackboard or taking many notes: “A: At 9:00, we write./B: For example, if we have 
history, the [teacher] fills the board approximately 4 times and we copy those boards 
on our notebooks” (Case 5); “[In language class,] we write calligraphy to practice 
our handwriting a little and we write; then, [to] pass [this] class, the rest of the day, 
I write until 16:30, which is when we leave class” (Case 6).

They also consider writing on the “little notes” that they pass to their classmates 
a writing practice in school, as is completing homework during breaks or as allowed 
by their class schedule: “At 8 o’clock, I begin to I check my cell phone and start 
writing. At 9 o’clock, I begin to copy from the blackboard. At 10 o’clock, I write on 
my cell phone, and I also start to check it. At 11 o’clock, I begin to write on small 
pieces of paper or in the notebook” (Case 2). In summary, when considering their 
personal and school activities, students describe how they write at almost every time 
of the day: “…At 6 in the morning, I check my cell phone or tablet and write mes-
sages. At 7:00, I check if I missed doing it. [For] something in the notebooks, at 
8:00, I write papers asking questions to some classmates. At 9:00, we start writing 
material. At 10:00, if I bring anything technological, I write messages, then at 13:00, 
I write stories if we are in language [class]. At 14:00 hours, I write in the back of the 
notebook. At 16:00, I write messages to my friends, and at 17:00, [I write] some 
song that I like” (Case 2).

12.5.2  Description of Preferred Writing Activities

Most children state that they like to write and that they even find it more entertaining 
than reading. Among their favored activities is writing for their own interest without 
any obligation, noting topics that catch their attention to avoid forgetting them, writ-
ing about their feelings and thoughts, and writing for social communication with 
their friends or family. One of the writing activities that children prefer is engaging 
with other people on WhatsApp because this application is easier to use (than hand-
writing), allows them to erase text, and automatically corrects misspelled words. 
They also comment that it is more entertaining and that they laugh when using it: 
“…the cell phone is more fun, because, for example, you laugh…to write is more 
fun as it is easier…or, for, example it has a word corrector, that is, if you make a 
mistake that you should erase, you go to the word, erase it and write it again” 
(Case 5).
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Another favored topic is writing to record various personal interests, i.e., writing 
about movies and songs that they like, magic tricks that appear in books, or essays 
on problems that interest them: “I write down in my songbook, dance and theater 
activities, because for me, that is also very important, because I like theater” (Case 
3); “…Because I truly like to read Harry Potter, I kind of read and write the most 
incredible magic tricks” (Case 1); “Now, I am reading about gender theory, philoso-
phy, [and] about art, so I have written several things and I bring them to the teacher 
to correct it” (Case 1).

Children also declare that they value when they are allowed to create freely in 
school: “I like to do many things…I like it for example…[when the teacher says] 
children have to invent a story about a topic that happens to them, and I get excited, 
I despair, oh! This idea can be horror; I put vampires in the story and suddenly, a 
ghost comes out. I like that, I like it a lot” (Case 5). This is in contrast to their lack 
of interest in writing about the subjects imposed on them in the school or simply 
copying notes from the blackboard.

Several children are interested in writing stories, poems, or original songs: “I like 
to write, that is, I do not like, for example, when I have to write a lot of material. For 
example, I like to write about theater things, things like that, things that interest you 
more” (Case 3); “I love history, and it’s strange because it doesn’t bore me…that’s 
what the teacher has…before, she wrote a longer reminder, but now, she shortens it 
and [provides] key phrases, so you have more, as well as recorded, so to speak. [If 
it’s] shorter, then one also has more interest in writing it down, because if it were a 
lot of material, like a giant bible, it would not make you want to write it down 
either” (Case 1).

Finally, writing appears to be a means to express oneself. Several children report 
having a notebook or special object where they can write down intimate things or 
any topic that occurs to them. They highlight this moment of being alone and writ-
ing what happens to them and how they feel: “[Researcher]: And, what do you like 
about it? When do you write? [Child]: The personality, because you can write what 
you feel, the feelings, the reality of life, the problems, as if [they] were someone 
else’s, as real events”; “I like to write because one can express their creativity to the 
fullest; there are no limits to creativity and I like that, that one can express oneself” 
(Case 4).

12.5.3  Children’s Beliefs About Writing

A recurring theme for children is the opposition between writing material for school 
and writing for pleasure. They do not like the first as it tires them and bores them: 
“[Researcher] And, if you had to choose one of the two forms of writing, the one 
you do at school or the one you do at home because you want to, which one would 
you choose?/A: I would choose the home…Because here, we all write about a com-
mon theme…The home is free./B: Yes, it is better because it is a free topic, so you 
can put down the first thing that comes to mind; instead, here you have to draw 
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conclusions and answers based on a topic” (Case 6). Writing for pleasure, on the 
other hand, motivates them to express their ideas, their creativity, and their imagina-
tion. There is a kind of duality between writing on their own and writing to learn in 
school: “When we write, we are expressing what we feel, and when we are here in 
school, it is like we are just learning, we cannot express [ourselves]…here, at school, 
they dictate to us; we are obliged to write what they tell us, [regardless of] if we 
write what we feel, what we want to write” (Case 6).

On the other hand, children are clearly aware of the communicative function of 
writing in the sense that what they write must be understood and that these writings 
have a specific audience. Furthermore, spelling and calligraphy are described as 
important aspects of written production and, in one case, registration is alluded to: 
“I think that when you write for a task or work, you have to use a more formal lan-
guage, because one cannot use slang in a task; that would be strange. [So,] one 
changes the language a lot [between] how one writes in a task or in some work and 
how one speaks, for example, on WhatsApp, in the course chat” (Case 1).

On the other hand, the communicative function of writing is closely associated 
with the expression of feelings and the release of emotions: “Writing is a way of 
expressing oneself, a way to free oneself at a certain point…to vent, when one is sad 
or angry, all the feelings one has” (Case 6). Writing also allows encounters with 
others, which would seem very typical for this stage in the socioaffective develop-
ment of children: “[Writing is important because]…/A: it is a form of 
communication./B: through writing, we can find people who think and feel like us; 
it is a way of having a common interest with more people./C: it is a way of express-
ing ourselves, of venting by saying what happens to us” (Case 6). Children who 
have a negative view of themselves as writers associate this perception with the 
difficulty of writing texts that must be understood by others. Implicitly, there is an 
awareness of the importance of the communicability of such texts, which is not 
consistent with the usual writing practices of their teachers: “I, in my other school 
with [my friends], went to the playground and wrote and so did they. We showed the 
teachers, and they did not understand anything, and that is why they told us that we 
were more or less [mediocre and] no more” (Case 6). In all the schools, one or more 
children described writing in social instances and sharing this activity with another 
person. Most commonly, this other person is female and part of their family (such 
as their mother or sister) or a classmate at school: “We bought 3 notebooks with a 
friend and we wrote everything that happened to us and how we felt” (Case 6). In 
general, the theme of such group writing is socialization or academic activities for 
school: “…I lived with my 3 sisters; we all wrote, for example, there was a free time 
when we wrote the songs with one of my sister, and then we read them…” (Case 6).

Regarding who they write for, children declare that most of their writing is 
directed to their friends and family, especially WhatsApp groups, which stand out 
because they help them stay connected: “We make WhatsApp groups, and if [our 
teacher] Daniela forgets to tell us something in the afternoon, she tells us by using 
WhatsApp: ‘Boys, bring your materials tomorrow!’” (Case 5). Some children also 
report talking to their parents or family through this same means. Only one student 
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claims to have written letters to his grandfather, but he states that this was 4 years 
before the interview.

12.5.4  Image of Parents as Models of Writers

One of the most consistent results of this study is a response that children pro-
vided to “Who do you know who writes well?” In all six focus groups, the most 
repeated response by children was “my dad,” “my father,” “my mother,” or another 
close relative: “[Researcher]: The last question: if you had to choose a person who 
writes better than you, who would you say writes better of the people you know? 
A: My mom. I: Your mom? / B: My sister. / C: My brother. / D: My dad…” 
(Case 4).

What appears most frequently in these conversations with children is the image 
of their parents as writers in study and work situations. It was common for children 
to mention that their parents were studying at a university or completing a thesis or 
work related to the academic world: “My mother writes too much because she stud-
ies pedagogy in Spanish. So, I see her and every time I say something to her. I want 
to ask her a question, but she tells me, ‘Wait for a little bit’. Then, I’m already finish-
ing and she’s also doing a lot of what I do, which is taking notes from books; she 
has to read a lot” (Case 4).

Regarding work environments, the great variety of professional writing activ-
ities that children report for their parents is surprising. Parents send messages to 
their colleagues, write reports, record customer data, complete spreadsheets, 
write invoices and reports, etc.: “My mother writes little, but at work, she writes 
a lot, because she is an insurance secretary”; “My mother works at an insurance 
company, where she has to write [a lot]” (Case 2); “My dad works and is kind 
of well organized, so he puts everything he does in an agenda” (Case 3); “…My 
father studied law and sometimes, he writes about cases. He stays on the com-
puter, writing, and I look at him, and suddenly, I review what he does because I 
have to do a job and there are like 4 or 6 pages that he writes and goes on and 
on…” (Case 5).

When asked why their parents write well, children allude to not only formal 
aspects, such as spelling and calligraphy, but also more complex criteria, such as 
coherence (“they are understood”) and creativity: “…because, you understand, 
the letter [to the mother], and when she was a child, she did very well in grammar. 
So, she knows all the accents and the sharp and serious words, but for my father, 
I find that he does not write very well like that, because he is not understood 
much. But, he writes better on WhatsApp because he takes the time to correct [his 
writing]” (Case 3); “My mom has nice handwriting, and she never has a misspell-
ing” (Case 2).
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12.6  Final Remarks

The purpose of this study was to address writing instruction from a contextualized 
perspective based on its two essential dimensions: the condition of writing compe-
tence that is acquired through direct teaching and its condition as a social and cul-
tural process. Both dimensions construct writing as a complex activity in which 
cognitive, linguistic, social, and cultural processes converge and where writers, in 
this case, children, are at the center.

In this context, our analysis of the opinions children shared through focus groups 
shows that they engage in frequent writing practices with various purposes, giving 
great importance to the creative role of the word. An important part of their daily 
activities is linked to writing, to both communicate and express themselves. Here, 
technology plays a central role as their preferred medium for writing. In children’s 
discourse, we identified a rather marked division between activities developed in the 
classroom and those developed at home. The former are described as mechanical 
activities, functional for children’s academic duties. In all cases, school writing is 
understood to be unidirectional, from the blackboard to the notebook or from the 
guide to the notebook. Hence, children understand such writing as a transcription of 
the material they have to learn and, in this sense, as an activity that precedes reading 
comprehension. This suggests that the conception of writing as a competence with 
its own complexities, teaching strategies, and evaluations is not yet present in these 
classrooms.

On the other hand, we find that students easily recognize the teachers who make 
them “copy more boards” and value the teachers who make them write their own 
compositions, whether on a computer or in manuscript from. Hence, they declare 
that they like to express their ideas or feelings in writing without being constrained 
by instructions that take away their freedom and seem routine.

Another important aspect with respect to how students conceive writing is the 
exemplary importance of their family, particularly their parents. When asked about 
who they know who “writes well,” most children responded by referring first to 
their mother or father or, second, to some other older relative. Among these, adults 
who study or write frequently in their profession or professional work stand out as 
exemplary figures. As children frequently observe them writing, these adults are 
their first reference for people who write “well.”

Consequently, we have shown that children express great enthusiasm when their 
writing tasks are significant, highlighting the important role of families as models of 
writing practice. Therefore, if these factors are merged and reinforced with a more 
up-to-date knowledge of the conceptualizations and methods of writing instruction, 
the results will have a great impact on students. This impact could not only improve 
the results on standardized assessments but also significantly increase the general 
learning capacity of students. Thus, overall, we have identified the core role writing 
plays in children’s participation in the society of knowledge and culture, both inside 
and outside school.
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 Appendix A

Table 12.A.2 School-level variables considered in the model to adjust SIMCE Writing score 2013

Determinant Descriptor Media D.E.

Public school Dichotomous 1 = Administered and finance by national 
government

0,42 0,49

Voucher school Dichotomous 1 = Administered by private foundation and 
finance by national government

0,50 0,50

Private school Dichotomous 1 = Administered and finance by private 
foundations

0,07 0,26

Low incomes Dichotomous 1 = Attend mostly low economic income students 0,12 0,32
Low and middle 
incomes

Dichotomous 1 = Attend mostly low and middle economic 
income students

0,36 0,48

Middle incomes Dichotomous 1 = Attend mostly middle economic income 
students

0,31 0,46

High incomes Dichotomous 1 = Attend mostly high economic income 
students

0,21 0,41

Rural Dichotomous 1 = School located in a rural community 0,11 0,31
Primary school Dichotomous 1 = School only offers primary level education 

(not secondary)
0,56 0,50

Selectivity Dichotomous 1 = 50% or more parents participated in a 
selective process in order for the children to be accepted for 
enrollment at the school (Contreras et al., 2010)

0,27 0,45

Teachers’ 
training

Dichotomous 1 = 50% or more of the teachers declare to have 
postgraduate degrees

0,59 0,49

N schools = 4480
Description, mean values, and standard deviation

Table 12.A.1 Student-level variables considered in the model to adjust SIMCE Writing score 2013

Variable Descriptor Mean S.D.

SIMCE Writing 
score

SIMCE Writing score 2013 49.75 10.04

Sex Dichotomous 1 = girls; 0 = boys 0.49 0.50
Books Continuous from 0 to 100 books at the student house 34.52 26.89
Digital access Dichotomous 1 = There are a computer and internet access at 

home
0.83 0.38

SES index Index derived from principal component analysis using the 
variables mother and father education and household income 
(α = 0,81)

0.00 0.99

Parental 
expectations

Dichotomous 1 = Parents declare to expect that the student 
complete a tertiary education degree

0.66 0.47

N students = 205,745
Description, mean values, and standard deviation
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Chapter 13
Rewriting the Book: New Literacy 
Practices and Their Implications 
for Teaching and Evaluating Writing

Kristina Cordero 

13.1  Introduction

Poised on the vast landscape of communication in the twenty-first century, young 
learners have a fascinating, if daunting horizon to take in. The challenges they must 
confront are far more subtle and complex than those tackled by their peers of a gen-
eration ago. The pandemic has shaken certainties about life, school, and work. 
Social and political incidents have prompted widespread questioning of traditional 
notions about politics, gender, race, and identity. The Internet’s penetration of our 
everyday lives, and the sheer volume of information that is made available to young 
people (and often dangled before them in a seductive and sly manner), has cast a 
shadow on the sunny promises of the “information age”: the Spotify-and-podcast 
media culture in which so many of us exist, picking and choosing the news we care 
to hear, read, and believe, at moments has made the early twenty-first century feel 
more like the “misinformation age,” polarizing people more and more despite the 
promises of all that freely available information.

All of us, but especially young people, are bombarded with messages—print, 
image, video, and other modes of expression—from morning to night. As they 
absorb information from friends and others in the world around them, they reply 
back in synchronous time, moving at warp speed through a process that, in the 
“olden days,” took so much longer. For young people, this accelerated age of com-
munication has been thrust upon them just as they are working to define and express 
who they are, who they might like to be, what they think. More than ever before, 
they need to learn how to read and listen thoughtfully and critically, and write and 
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speak with confidence, clarity, and respect, for the range of real-life everyday situa-
tions that await them, in and out of school.

Advocates of the twenty-first-century skills have signaled the “4 Cs”—commu-
nication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity—as key skills students need 
to develop in order to effectively understand and contribute to the world they will be 
living in (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2006). Arguably, these skills were 
important long before the twenty-first century and its attendant frameworks came of 
age, and wise educators taught them instinctively and intentionally, whether or not 
they were mandated by a given set of curricular standards. But they are especially 
valuable skills to focus on now, as available technologies have so radically changed 
the nature of reading and writing and the way we consume and produce informa-
tion. The instant availability of such incalculable quantities of information is excit-
ing but overwhelming, and more than ever, educators must think carefully about 
what skills they wish to pass on to students so that they may not just survive but 
thrive amid this “embarrassment of riches” we now have in terms of access to infor-
mation in our literate world.

When the school day ends, young people around the world are communicating. 
Through a broad range of dialogic, interactive, multimodal, synchronous, and asyn-
chronous activities, they consume and process information, share experiences, and 
let off steam with their peers, composing all kinds of messages, making meaning in 
different ways (New London Group, 1996). These novel practices, which engage 
the four language skills of reading, writing, listening, and speaking in new ways, are 
redefining how we communicate, and many of them offer valuable insights for 
adapting writing instruction and assessment. What are the implications of these new 
practices for in-school writing instruction? How might new technology tools and 
literacy practices change the way we think about, teach, and evaluate writing in 
school, particularly in light of the social and cultural upheavals of the past several 
years? How might young people’s informal literacy practices today serve as a “road-
map” for the challenges and opportunities of preparing students to be effective writ-
ers and communicators in the twenty-first century? How may the role of the teacher 
change? On the other hand, what might this ever-shifting landscape tell us about 
what hasn’t changed? What are the traditional skills that are still essential to becom-
ing an effective communicator? This chapter will explore new paradigms in con-
temporary out-of-school writing and literacy activities to understand how the notion 
of literacy is unfolding and evolving.

I will then contrast some of these practices against contemporary standards for 
writing and learning in school. From there, I will offer an appraisal of how we might 
orient our standards and expectations, so that we can think about addressing and 
acknowledging contemporary literacy practices while also retaining what we know 
about best practices for literacy instruction. Ultimately, this chapter seeks to pro-
pose new ways for thinking about preparing students to be active, engaged writers 
and communicators in their personal, professional, and civic lives in the years 
to come.
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13.2  From Socrates to Vygotsky and Beyond

The dawn of a new era tends to cause the jitters. In our own age, we have seen it, 
particularly in the realm of education, where the advent of digital technologies has 
prompted the emergence of a stark dichotomy: the utopian versus the apocalyptic 
visions. The utopians advocate digital reading, writing, and learning—they believe 
that paper books and “paper-and-pencil” learning are obsolete, replaced by flat 
screens with an endless array of at-your-fingertips functionalities, from dictionaries 
and audio narration to sophisticated search capabilities that make “old” reading 
seem dull. They defend their stance by pointing to the generation of so-called digital 
natives (Prensky, 2001), and all of us who live with and/or teach children of the 
TikTok generation have heard the same blasé, dismissive remarks about the tedium 
of reading, in the words of my daughter, “eighteenth-century” books. They have 
their point. At the other end of the spectrum are those journalists and researchers 
warning the public—especially those with children—of the inherent dangers of 
technology and its addictive potential (Melo et al., 2020). Yet neither the utopian nor 
the apocalyptic vision is entirely realistic (Gottschalk, 2019) or useful since there is 
no single way that millennials or members of Gen-Z read and write (Botterill et al., 
2015; Kilian et al., 2012). The way people use traditional and digital technologies is 
more varied and layered than the exclusively digital futuristic visions and the nos-
talgic “print-only” visions would suggest.

It makes sense that new technologies raise anxieties. As one generation ages, its 
members may fear the loss of what they know, cherish, and believe in. And as 
another one emerges, its members naturally wish to explore and celebrate new ways 
of thinking about and doing things. As Marshall McLuhan astutely observed:

Innumerable confusions and a profound feeling of despair invariably emerge in periods of 
great technological and cultural transitions. Our ‘Age of Anxiety’ is, in great part, the result 
of trying to do today’s job with yesterday’s tools—with yesterday’s concepts. (McLuhan & 
Fiore, 1967, p. 9)

He wrote those words over 50 years ago, but he expresses precisely the problem we 
face today: the confusion of making the transition between what we know from past 
experience and what the future might (or might not) hold. In this chapter, we will 
explore some contemporary trends in reading and writing to see how they may add 
to what we already know about writing instruction and evaluation. But for the 
moment, let’s pause to look at how these generational shifts have played out in the 
past and why.

In Plato’s Phaedrus (Rowe, 1986), the Greek philosopher presents us with an 
imagined dialogue between his teacher, Socrates, and the interlocutor Phaedrus. In 
this dialogue, Socrates reflects on the practice of writing, concluding that:

…your invention will produce forgetfulness in the souls of those who have learned it, 
through a lack of practice at using their memory, as through reliance on writing they are 
reminded from outside by alient marks, not from within, themselves by themselves. So you 
have discovered an elixir not of memory but of reminding. To your students you give an 
appearance of wisdom, not the reality of it; thanks to you, they will hear many things with-
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out being taught them, and will appear to know much when for the most part they know 
nothing, and they will be difficult to get along with because they have acquired the appear-
ance of wisdom instead of wisdom itself. (p. 62)

Here, Socrates asserts the importance of being able to remember for oneself and not 
have to sift through tome after tome in search of an elusive bit of knowledge. This 
remains relevant: a lawyer before a jury doesn’t have time to look things up. A 
ship’s captain caught off-course round Cape Horn doesn’t have time to look things 
up. She must rely on her interiorized store of knowledge, of memories, of things 
lived and learned through the body, the senses, and the mind—written instructions 
take too long in the immediacy of real life. Plato (Rowe, 1986), in his Socrates char-
acter, continues:

…I think writing has this strange feature, which makes it truly like painting. The offspring 
of painting stand there as if alive, but if you ask them something, they preserve a quite 
solemn silence. Similarly with written words: you might think that they spoke as if they had 
some thought in their heads, but if you ever ask them about any of the things they say out 
of a desire to learn, they point to just one thing, the same each time. And when once it is 
written, every composition trundles about everywhere in the same way, in the presence both 
of those who know about the subject and of those who have nothing at all to do with it, and 
it does not know how to address those it should address and not those it should not. When 
it is ill treated and unjustly abused, it always needs its father to help it; for it is incapable of 
either defending or helping itself. (p. 63)

What Plato tells us is that writing, once done, sits—the same way a painting sits on 
a wall, static and undynamic. In the fifth century BCE, the practice of writing on 
papyrus and animal skins was not unfamiliar to learned men like Socrates and Plato, 
but it was not what it is today. Writing was perceived as a copy, an inferior form to 
the face-to-face dialogue that truly evidenced a person’s intellectual prowess and 
the dynamic, interactive nature of knowledge acquisition. At this moment in history, 
when writing was not a widespread practice and communication occurred in smaller 
clusters of human communities, the need for writing was wholly different to what it 
is today. Plato and Socrates seem to have perceived writing as a mimetic and 
mechanical rather than creative activity, one for documenting ideas rather than gen-
erating them. Writing, to them, was “dead words” sitting on a physical surface. 
What brought them alive was oratory, dialogue—the very form in which the mes-
sages contained in the Phaedrus are delivered.

Walter Ong, in Orality and Literacy (1982), explains it this way: “By storing 
knowledge outside the mind, writing and, even more, print downgrade the figures of 
the wise old man and the wise old woman, repeaters of the past, in favor of younger 
discoverers of something new” (p. 41). In a world in which knowledge is officially 
documented through writing, the oral tradition wanes and fades into something else. 
In our age, it tends to be seen more as the bearer of culture than scientific or techni-
cal knowledge.

Yet, Socrates’ opposition to writing is more than just a reflection of the era and 
context in which he lived. The face-to-face dialogue, like the duel, that pits man 
against man, truth against truth, or truth against lies is what allows us to examine our 
knowledge, formulate arguments, test those arguments, improve or change them, 
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and communicate them. In the twenty-first century, these ideas about the impor-
tance of dialogue live on in the Socratic method that is still used as an instructional 
approach in law schools and other learning spaces. But it mattered then and now, as 
Lam (2011) reminds us, not because dialogue is inherently good, or virtuous, but for 
a much more vital and pressing reason:

….the ultimate goal for the Socratic Learning Method is not to help students to come up 
with a proposition that they can rest safely with –this would merely contribute to the cre-
ation of dogmas. The true goal of the Method is to help students examine their own beliefs 
and new information they encounter. In frequently exercising the Socratic Learning Method, 
the students should become independent learners with curiosity and sensitivity toward new 
information, and gradually develop a mental habit of active inquiry and vigorous think-
ing. (p. 15)

Elicit, clarify, test, and decide. This is the Socratic method, and, if we give it a good 
think, it isn’t a bad recipe for cultivating some of those twenty-first-century skills 
mentioned above, particularly critical thinking—a skill more important than ever in 
our communications age, given the competing forms of information and “news” that 
we all must digest, assimilate, and evaluate in order to formulate our opinions and 
belief, take positions, and make decisions as informed, engaged citizens.

The importance of dialogue has been taken up in many different spheres of life 
in the twentieth century and by many different thinkers. For the purposes of this 
chapter, we look at Freud, Breuer, and Vygotsky for the light they shed on the topic 
of communication and writing. Freud and Breuer (2004), in documenting the case 
of the “talk therapy” that helped cure the patient Anna O. of her psychological ail-
ments, pioneered the notion of dialogue and narrative building as key components 
for navigating trauma as well as more garden-variety mental and emotional distress 
(Horgan, 1996; Menand, 2017). Despite the disputes that have arisen around many 
of Freud’s theories, it is significant that we are still debating his ideas today and 
implementing them through dialogue-based therapeutic treatments in formal and 
informal mental health settings everywhere. With the culture of written expression 
firmly established by Freud’s time, it is especially meaningful that it was human-to- 
human dialogue that unlocked the understanding of the mind.

Human-centered dialogue as a source of learning and growth is also a focal 
point—and occasionally a sacramental one—in a number of spiritual traditions, 
from Catholicism and Buddhism to Alcoholics Anonymous, in which confession 
with another human is essential to healing and/or forgiveness. In the best confes-
sional and psychotherapeutic experiences, the outpouring of ideas and then their 
refinement through dialogue recall the Socratic learning method. Elicit, clarify, test, 
and decide.

Social psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1896–1934) took this to another level in his 
development of co-constructive theory. “Consciousness is co-knowledge,” he 
famously said (Leontiev, 1981), asserting that the acquisition of knowledge is dia-
logic and social, that we are primarily social beings, relational individuals. In Mind 
and Society (1978), he very plainly states that:

Our concept of development implies a rejection of the frequently held view that cognitive 
development results from the gradual accumulation of separate changes. We believe that 
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child development is a complex dialectical process characterized by periodicity, unevenness 
in the development of different functions, metamorphosis or qualitative transformation of 
one form into another, intertwining of external and internal factors, and adaptive processes 
which overcome impediments that the child encounters. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 73)

Here, Vygotsky places the emphasis on the uneven, recurring, and overlapping 
nature of learning through dialogue. His zone of proximal development (ZPD), that 
“gray space” between what a child can do on her own and what she can only achieve 
with assistance, is the space where dialogue becomes learning. The ZPD is:

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem 
solving and the level of potential development as determined through problem solving 
under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers. (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86)

This dialectic notion of learning contrasts starkly with the typical process of learn-
ing to write, a matter he takes up in Thought and Language (1962), saying that it is 
the abstraction of writing that makes it so challenging for children to learn, calling 
it “speech without an interlocutor, addressed to an absent or imaginary person or to 
no one at all” (Vygotsky, 1962). Here, he evokes precisely what Socrates com-
plained of in his dialogue so many millennia ago. Writing begs an interlocutor.

Transforming “maximally compact” inner speech into “maximally detailed” 
written language is far more challenging than moving from thought to spoken word, 
which (again, recalling Socrates) occurs through the intrinsically motivating dia-
logic process of conversation (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 2013; Vygotsky, 1962). 
Because the goal of writing instruction is to help students achieve autonomy as 
writers (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 2013), writing has often been perceived and taught 
as a solitary endeavor (Yarrow & Topping, 2001). Yet, it is actually a social practice, 
since writers draw on a range of cultural, historical, and contextual resources to 
produce their texts (Daiute & Dalton, 1993; Heath, 1983; Rish, 2015).

Now, over the centuries, there has been a kind of dialogue taking place through 
writing. Julia Kristeva’s concept of “intertextuality,” which she coined in 1980, 
explained that the meaning of a text doesn’t reside in a text itself but is produced by 
the reader and texts “dialogue” with one other (Kristeva, 1980). This has occurred 
in texts like the Bible, where we regularly see New Testament passages referring to, 
and even building on, passages from the Old Testament, and in modern texts like 
James Joyce’s Ulysses which uses the structure and refers constantly to Homer’s 
Odyssey or Jean Rhys’ Wide Sargasso Sea which samples from Charlotte Brontë’s 
Jane Eyre. Even modern animated stories from The Simpsons to The Lion King 
draw on previous texts, reminding us that no writing exists in a vacuum. But the 
dialogues they generate are between authors and texts, not authors and readers. 
They may fulfill the Socratic proposition of elicit, clarify, test, and decide, but only 
over protracted periods of time and only between a privileged set of readers and 
writers who have the ability to secure publication and circulation of their works. 
And so, they fulfill Socrates’ objection because, by and large, for the general con-
suming public, these books and words are static (maybe even dogmatic) objects that 
represent past ideas. This kind of writing is neither active nor dynamic. This was 
writing’s limitation, through the twentieth century.
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So where does it leave us in the twenty-first century?
Reading, listening, writing, and speaking are the four skills traditionally associ-

ated with literacy (Berninger & Abbott, 2010). Despite the evidence that supports 
their integration, these skills are rarely taught together in school (Graham, 2020). 
Emerging technologies have added a new layer of complexity, as well as new dimen-
sions to literacy, which scholars and practitioners are continually debating and rede-
fining to reflect new and hybrid forms of expression that incorporate images, videos, 
audio, and other modes. Because of this, the traditional notion of literacy as the 
comprehension and generation of written texts (Juel et al., 1986) has given way to 
multiple and often overlapping redefinitions, including “new literacies,” “digital lit-
eracies,” and “multiliteracies” (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Lankshear & Knobel, 
2011). Each of these new literacy concepts has its own particular emphasis, but 
most concur on three specific points: interactivity, multimodality, and context 
(Collier & Rowsell, 2014; Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Rowsell & Walsh, 2011).

Most new definitions of literacy address interactivity and dialogue because digi-
tal media have enhanced the interactive, dialogic nature of communication, in the 
sense of Kristeva’s intertextuality, but also Bakhtin’s view of language as “a dia-
logue, a relationship with others” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Dyson, 1995). Thanks 
to the affordances of entertainment platforms and social media, dialogue and inter-
activity in the literacy space now occur between texts, authors, and readers (Kress, 
2003), or content, creators, and consumers (Honigman, 2022), not just between 
texts and authors.

For learning, in general, and literacy learning, in particular, it leaves us on a most 
exciting precipice. If we jump off without care, however, we might not get where we 
want to go. But, if we handle it intelligently, boldly but with caution and an appre-
ciation of lessons gleaned from past experiences, we face an exciting prospect, the 
potential to transform literacy learning and writing in particular, into the dialogic 
ideal that Plato and Socrates envisioned, and taking it to new and unexpected levels.

13.3  (Not so) New Literacy Practices

School is just one of many places where children learn to read and write (Black, 
2005; Kress, 2010; Vygotsky, 1978), and many scholars have advocated bringing 
out-of-school reading and writing practices into the classroom (Alvermann & Xu, 
2003; Buckingham, 2003). James Gee (2007, 2013) has written exhaustively on 
gaming and the rich literacy learning it can provide, and other researchers have 
examined how children write and make meaning with content from popular media 
(Marsh, 2004, 2011; Wohlwend, 2009).

Gee (2013) tells us that:

My own work and that of many others has pointed out that today, thanks to digital media, 
the conditions for optimal learning are often available outside of school in homes and in 
popular culture. Indeed, popular-culture activities have become more complex and also 
more linguistically and cognitively demanding than they have ever been before..... The 
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changes that have been most important in digital media and society are ones that have led 
more and more people, young and old, to be (and want to be) participants not just specta-
tors, producers and not just consumers, and experts even without formal credentials. 
(pp. 7–8)

In this section, we will look at a few literacy experiences that respond to Gee’s cri-
teria, to see how they may expand on our vision of what literacy is, what writing is, 
and how we might think about what matters when teaching it in the classroom.

13.3.1  The Fanfiction Phenomenon

One of the most potent and dynamic examples of out-of-school writing is the phe-
nomenon of fanfiction.

Fanfiction offers, if not “the” answer, many clues about how and why writing—
and literacy in general—is relevant and meaningful to young people growing up in 
an interactive age. Fanfictions are “original works of fiction based on forms of pop-
ular media such as television, movies, books, music and video games” (Black, 
2005). Though today they are primarily created online, fanfiction texts circulated 
informally for decades through photocopies and zines distributed at conventions 
and other encounters (Jenkins, 1992). Fan writers “blur the distinction between 
reading and writing” by engaging with and interpreting the media they consume and 
practicing their craft with others (Jenkins, 1992). By reading, rereading, writing, 
and rewriting, fan writers both consume and produce (Storey, 1996), contributing to 
and expanding the body of knowledge around a “canonical text,” the term for the 
original source fiction. They practice both co-construction (with the original author) 
and often multimodality, with images, songs, video, and other modes of expression 
incorporated into their new creations.

In recent years, the Internet has changed the face of fanfiction with interactive 
possibilities that further enhance the dialogic aspect of this largely self-motivated 
writing experience. Online fanfiction writers often take advantage of digitally 
enhanced text and art, hyperlinks, video, and games (Black, 2005). Equally relevant 
is the social dimension that always characterized fanfiction writing, which now 
unfolds on web sites where readers and writers engage in peer reviewing, mentor-
ing, editing, proofreading, and workshop-style forums (Jenkins, 2004; Black, 2005, 
2007). The Internet has helped fanfiction writers broaden their horizons and tighten 
their communities, since circulation is no longer restricted by the impositions of 
paper, print, and the institutional publishing world (Ramdarshan Bold, 2018). As of 
June, 2010, the largest fanfiction archive in the world, FanFiction.Net, contained 
over three million works (Fan Fiction Statistics - FFN Research, 2011), and at pres-
ent, it has millions of regular users and works in over 30 languages. Author- and 
subject-specific sites, from Jane Austen to Harry Potter, also abound (Black, 2007). 
It is extremely telling that the majority of the writers on FanFiction.Net are adoles-
cents (Black, 2009)—precisely the same age group whose underperformance on 
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standardized reading and writing evaluations is so worrying to many education 
experts.

Fanfiction is an overwhelmingly motivating phenomenon that is extremely aus-
picious for stimulating young people’s literacy development (Curwood et al., 2013; 
Lammers et al., 2021). It is especially exciting to observe among novice writers, for 
whom the protective anonymity of digital platforms and the “play-acting” quality of 
fanfiction can make writing less threatening (Buckingham, 2003). Pre-existing set-
tings and characters that they know and love can allow them focus on more process- 
related aspects of writing (Jenkins, 2004). Today, there is a wild array of movies and 
television series accessible on mainstream entertainment platforms, spanning every 
imaginable genre for every imaginable audience—from sci-fi series like Stranger 
Things to the Marvel universe with all the scenarios and characters it can provide 
beginning writers.

Popular culture and fanfiction can help bridge the divide between kids’ intensely 
interactive out-of-school practices and the more passive and less choice-driven 
nature of their in-school literacy activities (Buckingham, 2003). With good teacher 
mediation, it can help them develop critical attitudes about the media that inform 
their work (Alvermann & Xu, 2003; Black, 2009; McCarthy & Murphy, 2014), and 
it gives them a canvas for experimenting with other semiotic modes for meaning- 
making (Jewitt, 2006; McLean & Rowsell, 2015). In her study of adolescent girls’ 
involvement in online fanfiction communities, Thomas (2006) found that fanfiction 
gave them an outlet for voicing relevant issues, which made writing more meaning-
ful and motivating for them. Fan writers don’t reproduce what they’ve read; they 
rework, reconfigure, and appropriate what they read (Jenkins, 1992; Storey, 1996) 
through a process that reflects the dialogic ideas posed by Plato and Vygotsky and 
that reflects their own process of sifting through characters, plots, and settings to 
identify what matters to them—and this aspect of fanfiction is what might be espe-
cially interesting for a writing teacher to explore, from upper elementary school to 
high school.

Adapting fanfiction for students is a topic that is receiving more and more atten-
tion from researchers at the secondary school level (Curwood et al., 2013; Fields 
et al., 2014; Magnifico et al., 2018), and a few studies have started to examine how 
elementary schoolers are engaging with fanfiction (Hutchison et  al., 2016). For 
some time, there has been a tension surrounding the idea of incorporating popular 
culture practices in the classroom (Jenkins, 2004; Thomas, 2006). Students are 
sometimes reluctant about bringing their “outside” lives inside the school space for 
the sake of Learning (with a capital “L”), and there remains a sense among educa-
tors that too much popular culture could “dumb down” literacy instruction (Marsh 
& Millard, 2000). This is compounded by a lingering belief that fanfiction is not a 
legitimate practice for promoting literacy learning (Barnes, 2015), even though lit-
erature scholars know that writers have always drawn inspiration from other works 
of literature. Fanfiction is as much an example of intertextuality as the many literary 
works that have conversed with other texts, such as Shakespeare’s All’s Well that 
Ends Well, based on characters from Boccaccio’s Decameron (Cole, 1981), or Tom 
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Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, based on two characters 
from Hamlet.

Elicit, clarify, test, and decide. The four steps of the Socratic learning method, 
that dialogic method of acquiring knowledge and refining beliefs, are alive and well 
on FanFiction.Net, Archive of Our Own, and the hundreds of other online affinity 
spaces for fanfiction readers and writers. Writers write. Their peers comment and 
make suggestions. Writers revise. Then, together, they decide. This is Socratic dia-
logue in action, and the intrinsic motivation driving the fanfiction writers’ devotion 
to their craft is evident, as is the dynamic sparring that takes place through writing, 
preventing the “forgetfulness” that Socrates feared, because the dialogue of fanfic-
tion spaces, though not face-to-face, and sometimes even not synchronous, is nev-
ertheless present enough to function at the rate of real life, real conversation—or at 
least pretty close to it. And, moreover, it does so without the interference of power 
structures such as the academy or the conventional publishing industry.

13.3.2  The Wattpad Revolution

The idea is so brilliant; it almost seems too obvious: created in 2006, Wattpad is a 
digital platform with a social media spirit where diamond-in-the-rough writers—
unknown, unpublished, uncelebrated—might post their original fiction and not only 
find their niche and their readers but get feedback and make connections with them 
as well (Wattpad, 2021). For readers, it’s a wide-open library of all kinds of writ-
ing—including fanfiction as well as many other genres—that they may read for free. 
For writers, it’s a place to test their work, to comment with peers, to propose stories 
and then receive feedback, to improve their texts, and to cultivate an engaged, par-
ticipatory fan base. But these fans aren’t silent admiring groupies—they are people 
with ideas and opinions, too (Ramdarshan Bold, 2018).

Wattpad, like FanFiction.Net or Archive of Our Own, emerged as a central space 
for unpublished writers and became such a phenomenon that conventional publish-
ers caught on and began finding talent there and conventionally published authors 
also began to appear here in order to reach new readers or, better put, a new genera-
tion of readers hungry to connect with the authors they read, to enjoy a more hori-
zontal relationship than previously existed between authors and readers.

13.3.3  The Wiki World

What would you get if you had a web site where anyone could edit or add anything? 
“Boredom, I guessed, or chaos. Boy, was I wrong. You get hundreds, thousands of 
pages full of information, ideas, conversations, learning, and teaching. You get link-
ages among ideas, conversations among people. You get a tool for business, a tool 
for people. You get copies and replicas all over the world. You get … the wiki.” 
(Leuf & Cunningham, 2001, pp. xvi).
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With these words, Leuf and Cunningham (2001) capture the essence of the wiki, 
a web-based publication collaboratively written, edited, and managed by its own 
audience.

Having changed the way we think of libraries, archives, encyclopedias, and ref-
erence material in general, wikis are intended to be simple so that users might focus 
on the writing rather than the design or HTML; open to facilitate information shar-
ing; and socially driven so that many authors might work on the same text at once 
(Cunningham, 2002).

Cunningham, the pioneering programmer-inventor of the wiki and owner of the 
software company, C2, where the first wiki resided, intended it to be “a freely 
expandable collection of interlinked web ‘pages,’ a hypertext system for storing and 
modifying information – a database, where each page is easily edited by any user 
with a forms-capable Web browser” (Leuf & Cunningham, 2001, p. 14). Called “the 
post-it note of the web,” the wiki is, at its heart, a collaborative tool for gathering, 
revising, validating, and disseminating knowledge in a “free-form, yet structured 
way” (Cunningham, 2002). Its collaborative nature is inherently dialogic and 
consensus- based, introducing a democratic spirit to the notion of information shar-
ing, consensus building, and truth seeking. As Leuf and Cunningham (2001) note, 
wikis “seek to involve the visitor in an ongoing process of creation and collabora-
tion that constantly changes the web site landscape…” A wiki is unusual “because 
of its total freedom, ease of access and use, simple and uniform navigational con-
ventions, and apparent lack of formal structure. Wiki is also a way to organize and 
cross-link knowledge…” (p. 18). Wikipedia itself uses sources verified by its users, 
and wikis in general function in the same way; they are verified by the collaboration 
and consensus of users who may add, dispute, correct, or even remove data that is 
believed to be incorrect; for this reason, it is so ideal as a venue for learning.

Over time, the wiki evolved into an ideal venue for fans—of TV shows, movies, 
video games, and any form of mass entertainment—to participate actively in their 
fan worlds, contributing, sharing, trading, and disseminating information in a single 
and expandable space. Almost the Web 2.0 outgrowth of fanfiction culture, Fandom 
(later known as Wikia), became one of the main wiki hosting services exclusively 
dedicated to entertainment. Another example of user-generated content, Fandom/
Wikia allows “regular people” to collaborate in the interest of sharing and dissemi-
nating information on a specific subject (or media product) of their admiration. Fan 
wikis are a vehicle for fan engagement, for they structure fans’ participation, giving 
them spaces for different forms and modes of content. Becoming exponentially 
more robust as its base of writers and editors grows, wikis proved to the world that 
“collective contributions can yield authoritative results” (Mittell, 2009). Like fanfic-
tion sites, fan wikis give voices to people who might otherwise not have a space to 
be seen and heard, giving rise to an affinity space comprised of intrinsically moti-
vated participants—people who write and read, copiously, for the contentment it 
brings them, for no particular reward beyond the satisfaction of sharing a common 
interest with a far-flung but tightly knit community.

Not surprisingly, wikis have indeed found their space in learning contexts, too, 
and are especially popular as tools for second-language learning (Storch, 2011), for 
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science and other subjects (Lau et al., 2016), and also in primary school writing 
instruction (Li et al., 2014; Woo et al., 2011). Its beauty lies in its creative, collab-
orative nature. With wise guidance, students stand to learn a great deal through 
group assignments, for wikis give them an open-ended structure for organizing and 
presenting information, and the collaborative nature of the work of building a wiki 
can turn a writing assignment into something far more meaningful—an opportunity 
to understand one’s peers, relate to and negotiate with them, work toward a common 
goal, and produce a collective final project or product. In this sense, “learning to 
write” truly can become “writing to learn.”

13.4  Best Practices, Old and New

Just a decade or two into the twenty-first century, it has already become abundantly 
clear that students must learn how to write and communicate for different purposes 
and different readers, and they need to be able to adapt to a range of modes and 
technologies (Merchant, 2007, 2012). The changes presently being wrought in the 
modern workplace—which will continue to unfold more over the next few years—
are making workers ever-more reliant on written communication in order to fulfill 
professional tasks, especially in light of the turn to remote work situations following 
the pandemic. If effective written expression was considered an extremely impor-
tant workplace skill before Covid (Graham et al., 2015), it is now more critical than 
ever as the corporate, industrial, and academic realms adjust to the “new normal” of 
distanced living, working, and learning.

In 2012, professionals spent an average of 28% of their work week writing. The 
percentage since then has skyrocketed; writing is now a critical, constant activity in 
workplace settings and not only among “professional” or “career” writers but a 
range of workers with different roles and educational backgrounds, whose job may 
not be dedicated to communication but involves writing as a professional tool. 
Beyond journalists, editors, technical writers, and communications specialists, there 
is a realm of professionals whose work depends on effective writing: teachers and 
professors, lawyers and politicians, doctors and nurses, engineers, merchants, and 
managers of every stripe (Schriver, 2012).

Work-related writing demands today are diverse. Even those professionals who 
are not regarded as writers per se must be able to write a range of complex texts 
(Ortoleva et al., 2016): from emails and memos to project briefs, financial reports, 
and complicated scientific formulas, frequently for a diversity of audiences (Breuer 
& Allsobrook, 2019): a cocktail of diabetes medications, for example, is expressed 
in one way between members of the medical profession and in quite another way 
when expressed between doctor and patient.

In many professional settings, writing often is a collaborative effort between 
workers and different stakeholders (Schrijver & Leijten, 2019), and there exists a 
range of strategies for successful collaborative writing in the workplace (Lowry 
et al., 2004). Yet, though writing is high on employers’ lists of desirable skills, not 
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enough candidates measure up (Burning Glass Technologies, 2015). This is unsur-
prising but worrying, given that the rise in remote work has made writing even more 
critical in professional contexts.

Technological and social developments over the past decade have stimulated the 
remote working phenomenon (Manzini Ceinar & Mariotti, 2021), and the Covid-19 
pandemic intensified the trend: by March 2020, two-thirds of knowledge workers in 
North America were working remotely (Canzanese, 2020), and though the exact 
future of this trend is unclear, remote work appears to be firmly fixed in the profes-
sional sphere, particularly in knowledge industries. This makes writing even more 
critical.

13.4.1  What the Research Says About Writing Instruction

What do we know about learning to write? By the end of primary school, students 
are expected to master a wide range of skills, from handwriting and typing to plan-
ning and revising (Graham, et al., 2012). The passage from idea generation to fin-
ished product is a long and onerous one, and research shows that stage- and 
process-based strategies and scaffolds can be very effective for helping primary 
school students understand and interiorize the steps involved in producing good 
writing (Graham, 2006; Zumbrunn & Bruning, 2013). With its cognitive orientation, 
the process approach focuses on planning, drafting, revising, and editing (Englert & 
Raphael, 1988) and helps learners to become aware of the writing process itself. The 
contextual view of writing (Street, 1984), which understands writing development 
as firmly rooted in context, proposes writing for real purposes and audiences and 
learning strategies and conventions through practice (Bahr et al., 1996). It offers a 
vision of writing as inextricably linked to the environment in which it is produced, 
which may or may not reflect the school writing context/environment.

The Common Core State Standards in the United States largely reflect the cogni-
tive research on writing. Across the grades, the Common Core State Standards pro-
pose four categories: (1) text types and purposes, (2) production and distribution of 
writing, (3) research to build and present knowledge, and (4) range of writing. For 
(1), students need to understand how to craft literary, informational, and persuasive 
texts and how to appropriately tailor their texts to specific audiences. For (2), they 
must learn how to produce texts from blank page to drafts to finished final revi-
sion—in other words, to understand the different steps involved in writing. For (3), 
they must learn to navigate the very tricky field of research, with the goal of identi-
fying information, verifying it, and assimilating it into a coherent piece of writing. 
The last item, entitled “range of writing,” refers to the importance of sustaining 
long-term writing projects, of encouraging a daily writing practice, and of writing 
over extended time frames, precisely to give students time they need to properly 
develop their writing.

We also know that students make an effort when they are interested and moti-
vated (Dewey, 1913) and they become motivated when they are given the freedom 
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to write about topics that interest them (Boscolo & Gelati, 2013). And if students 
engage in active, constructive literacy pursuits that are both rewarding and challeng-
ing, they will take more risks, think reflectively, and grow as writers and learners 
(Gee, 2007).

What do “active, constructive literacy pursuits” look like? They involve writing, 
certainly, but they also connect writing to the other language skills, so that students 
may, for example, engage in a writing assignment and then speak about what they’ve 
written, read texts and then write about them, and listen to poetry and songs, see 
words on the page, and then write about them or recreate them in other ways. Again, 
many teachers have been engaging in these kinds of practices for decades—what 
matters here is that the digital format makes them more accessible. We can write a 
mostly text-based paper and then transform it into a mostly image-based PowerPoint 
and present it to a teacher or our peers. We can go to YouTube and watch a poet read 
his words aloud while reading them on the screen. If we’re lucky, a singer- songwriter 
might have taken those poetic words and put them to music, and then we have an 
even more memorable learning journey that combines sight and sound, words and 
music (Leonard Cohen’s musicalized translation-interpretations of Federico García 
Lorca’s poems are one fascinating example of this).

A fair body of research shows that well-designed collaboration is valuable for 
writing instruction (Mak & Coniam, 2008; Sørensen & Levinsen, 2015). Yet, learn-
ers also need teacher guidance, structure, and strategies, all of which are key to the 
process of writing instruction, helping students to plan, organize, draft, and revise 
their writing (Bahr et al., 1996; Graham et al., 2013). It is easy to point out that, in 
theory, “learning is social” or that “we learn from each other”—this may be true but 
it doesn’t happen magically. As teachers, when we take evidence-based practices 
such as peer review of student writing (Crinon & Marin, 2010; Hoogeveen & Van 
Gelderen, 2013), structure the experience in a way that makes sense, and facilitate 
them with, for example, tracked changes or sticky notes, the results can be transfor-
mative because they generate a dialogue between students and teacher.

Research also shows that students fare well when they practice writing for 
authentic reasons and for real audiences (Graham et al., 2015) and when it builds on 
their unique social and cultural strengths and experiences (Freeman & Freeman, 
2006). Though the details of social and emotional learning (SEL) are beyond the 
scope of this chapter, research has asserted the value of using writing as a tool for 
exploring social and emotional issues (Storey, 2019), a topic that has gained traction 
of late, given the upheaval of recent years in the wake of Covid.

13.4.2  Pedagogical Implications and Directions

Two decades into the twenty-first century, how might we reflect on past research, 
curricular standards, and accumulated wisdom to prepare students for a future of 
writing that is largely digital? I began this chapter talking about Plato and Socrates, 
for three purposes: (1) to compare their “age of anxiety” with the cultural and moral 
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panic surrounding the rise of various communications technologies in the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries, (2) to underscore the continued relevance of their ideas 
about dialogue and knowledge, and (3) to show how digital technologies are allow-
ing us to fulfill, so many years later, their beliefs about knowledge acquisition.

Writing is the focal point of this book. As the researchers have told us, it is an 
extremely complex skill to master. Today, in 2022, there is so much at stake for our 
students: to be active and engaged in their professional and personal lives, they need 
to develop all the skills pointed out in the research and standards—the writing pro-
cess, the mechanics of writing, the difference between literary genres, and learning 
to write for different audiences—in order to be effective and lucid communicators. 
But there is something else. If they want to avoid getting lost in the all-enveloping 
universe of information in which they live, they must learn to become discerning 
thinkers, readers, and communicators.

This, they can only do through dialogue, through listening and reading what 
someone else has to say, through speaking and writing about what they believe. 
Each of these language skills has something to offer the learning process, not just in 
the sense of “literacy learning” but in the sense of learning with all of ourselves: 
with our ears, eyes, mouths, and hands (Berninger, 2000). By seeing the other with 
our eyes, by listening with our ears, by speaking through our mouths, and by writing 
with our hands, we participate in a dialogue. But we need to engage all four of these 
senses and organs, because it is through this dialogue—as Socrates, Plato, Freud, 
Vygotsky, and McLuhan remind us—that we may grow as intellectual beings.

McLuhan (McLuhan & Fiore, 1967) reminds us that:

Societies have always been shaped more by the nature of the media by which men com-
municate than by the content of the communication… It is impossible to understand social 
and cultural changes without a knowledge of the workings of media. (p. 9)

It is for this reason that it is so challenging to be a student of writing in the third 
decade of the twenty-first century. The research and experience of the past have 
given us a “roadmap” for the skills, practices, and strategies that work for develop-
ing good writers, but educators—particularly teachers in the classroom—would be 
wise to observe and learn about those digitally based activities their students are 
engaging in outside the classroom, to take full advantage of them for the seamless 
way they permit the practice of more than one language skill at the same time. Yes, 
it is a delicate balance. Yes, it is trial-and-error. But by paying attention to, and 
acknowledging the value, of the literacy-related activities students engage in outside 
the classroom, teachers will be able to craft their own activities that bridge the gap 
in a creative and productive way for in-school purposes.

Precisely by opening a dialogue with students, teachers can find a way into new 
forms of writing and writing instruction. In this chapter, I have outlined just a few 
out-of-school practices that seem useful for in-school writing instruction. Fanfiction 
presents tremendous opportunities for students to further develop stories that inter-
est them while also focusing on specific skills that they need to develop as writers: 
they can work on plots, characters, motivations, and sequences. It also allows them 
to “rewrite” stories or characters that, perhaps, are antiquated, or stereotyped, or 
unsatisfying to them in some way. Teacher-guided assignments in fanfiction or 
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online fiction allow students to exercise their creativity and test their abilities and 
interests in different genres. The dialogic aspect of both these practices, exercised 
through peer review, comments, and revision, is invaluable for developing students’ 
ability to hone their beliefs and arguments and their expression of them. Wiki writ-
ing, the last “phenomenon” cited in this chapter, opens the door to writing in a fas-
cinating way, because it allows students to practice collaborative writing through 
the construction and editing of a shared document about a topic of common interest. 
Here, educators can group students by affinity groups in order to give them real-life, 
authentic collaborative writing tasks which, as we have seen, are an integral part of 
twenty-first-century work and civic life.

13.5  Final Remarks

In this chapter, I have hoped to offer some insights into how educators can think 
about bringing current trends in out-of-school reading and writing together with 
time-honored, evidence-based practices so that they may implement some more 
contemporary, experimental practices with students, knowing that they are based on 
the collective knowledge and wisdom we already have about how students learn to 
write and learn in general. While some researchers and practitioners are comfort-
able pushing the envelope with potentially “revolutionary” and “transformational” 
practices, there are many of us who, every semester, must start anew and wonder 
“what’s going to work this year?” There are still many questions to answer. To what 
extent can or should the role of the teacher change? How might evaluations adapt 
and change in order to alleviate the burden that often prevents educators from delv-
ing more deeply into long-term writing assignments? There is plenty of light at the 
end of the tunnel: advances in natural language processing (NLP) and automated 
writing evaluations (AWE) offer a glimpse into a future in which teachers and 
machines each may focus on what they do best in order to best serve the needs of 
their students as well as the educational system that, naturally, requires evaluations 
of some form (Crossley et al., 2021; Kim & McCarthy, 2021; Wilson & Czik, 2016). 
As James Gee (2015) wisely reminds us, what matters “is where the person is going, 
not just where they have been…we survive by using the past to move to the future, 
not by lingering in the past.”

As readers, writers, teachers, and educators, this is the wisdom that will see us 
well into the next phases of literacy learning and learning in general. As Plato, 
Socrates, Freud, and Vygotsky would agree, our learning is social. Only by explor-
ing our past, our relationships, and the tried-and-true practices of old, in dialogue 
and context, will we arrive at new destinations in our pursuit of knowledge, with the 
security and wisdom of past experiences and the courage and anticipation of the 
new: elicit, clarify, test, and decide.
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Chapter 14
Teaching Writing Through Discourse 
Genres

Carmen Rodríguez-Gonzalo  and Victoria Abad-Beltrán 

14.1  Introduction

The teaching of writing has experienced numerous changes based on three main 
variables: what is known about the written word and the act of writing, the educa-
tional population being taught to write, and how and for what purpose writing is 
used in everyday life in the twenty-first century.

In the first case, studies on writing have been carried out from two main perspec-
tives: the text and the person who is writing. The text has been addressed by the 
language sciences: literature has explored the specificity of the literary text, whereas 
linguistics has defined the characteristics of the text as a unit that differs from the 
sentence. Linguistics has to consider the elements of the communication situation to 
explain, for example, the text’s suitability for the context or the intersection between 
known and new information, in order to achieve coherence among the ideas. In 
addition, the variety of discourses through which the texts are expressed, such as 
situated social practices, shows the importance of the genre. Discourse genres detect 
the social presence in the writing and the changes it experiences depending on the 
social demands at each historical moment.
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Moreover, the generalization of educational systems made it necessary to con-
sider the differences between novice writers and expert writers, in order to define 
the path of teaching progress in accordance with the complexity of the students’ 
tasks. Beyond essays and dictations, writing must serve to present ideas, explain 
situations, defend opinions in different situations, or explore the student’s creativity. 
The increase in opportunities to enter the university has also made it necessary to 
consider the complexity of epistemic writing, which allows access to the ways of 
thinking in the different knowledge areas.

How do all these changes affect the teaching of writing? We have gone from 
understanding writing as the transcription of orality and a skill reserved for only a 
few to considering it an indispensable social activity for any citizen in the twenty- 
first century. We now know that writing requires intricate cognitive processes whose 
mastery explains the transition from a novice writer to an expert writer, and it is 
clear that writing is quite complex, given the many discourse genres in which it 
appears.

These are the questions we address in this chapter. First, we briefly refer to the 
models that explain the writing process and their specific elements. Next, we focus 
on the genre as a basic discourse unit for teaching writing as a situated activity. 
Third, we present four didactic sequence (DS) models as explicit teaching proposals 
based on the dual consideration of writing as process and as situated activity (the 
Sydney School genre-based pedagogy, the DS model of the Geneva School, the 
model of didactic sequences for learning to write by Camps and the Greal group, 
and the DS model for academic writing by the Didactext group). All of these models 
are organized around the discourse genre as the center of the writing activity.

14.2  The Writing Models: From the Cognitive 
to the Socio-cognitive Perspective

Cognitivism aims to demonstrate the learning processes in order to understand the 
mental functioning of the students (how they represent the tasks and the strategies 
they use). In contrast, the socio-cognitive models view writing as a situated activity, 
that is, a social practice that is typified in discourse genres. Thus, the focus is on the 
interactions between individuals and between individuals and their social context.

14.2.1  Writing as a Process

The model by Flower and Hayes (1980) is the first cognitive model of reference for 
teaching writing by focusing on the process, and it led to studies on the cognitive 
strategies employed while writing. Their studies show that, during writing, the 
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operations of planning, textualization, and revision are activated and that the elabo-
ration of the text begins at the moment the writer imagines the task and establishes 
some objectives. In addition, the authors develop the concept of control and, by 
extension, the need for metacognitive abilities to regulate the writing. Although they 
introduce the concept of recursion in writing, a linear sequencing conception of the 
writing process is still implicit in their model. Flower and Hayes (1981, p. 366) 
develop the keys to this model that conceives of writing as a set of mental processes 
that writers hierarchize depending on their objectives.

Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) created the second cognitive model of reference 
for teaching writing. In their studies, they distinguish between two written composi-
tion models: knowledge telling and knowledge transforming. Knowledge telling is a 
written composition model that reduces the complexity of the process. The writer 
approaches this task without addressing the rhetorical situation. In contrast, accord-
ing to the knowledge transforming model, writing is a progressively complex task, 
given that writers have to consider how to adjust their knowledge to the rhetorical 
situation in which it is inscribed. This complexity presents cognitive conflicts the 
writer has to resolve. By facing and solving these conflicts, the writer expands his 
or her written competence in a process approaching epistemic writing.

In the revision, the strategies used would also be different: in knowledge telling, 
there are no important changes in the text, whereas in knowledge transforming, 
there are modifications of the text structures to adapt them to the ideas that will 
appear in the text.

Thus, cognitive models help to understand and develop teaching models that take 
into account the different stages of the process (Álvares et al., 2010, p. 60), but they 
do not consider the social, political, and historical contexts (Prior, 2006, p. 54).

14.2.2  Writing as Situated Activity

In the 1980s, research began to highlight the social and interactive nature of writing, 
and in the 1990s, the cognitive paradigm is transcended, and the socio-cognitive 
model has consolidated.

Some authors, such as Englert et al. (2006, p. 208), refer to this model as the 
sociocultural theory of writing: “Sociocultural theory seeks to understand how cul-
turally and historically situated meanings are constructed, reconstructed, and trans-
formed through social mediation […] sociocultural theory views meaning as being 
negotiated at the intersection of individuals, culture, and activity.”

According to these authors, the sociocultural theory is based on three principles: 
the socio-cognitive approach to learning to write, procedural facilitators and tools, 
and communities of practice.

The first principle, the socio-cognitive approach to learning to write, consists of 
the need to offer socio-cognitive learning that helps learners to participate in and 
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develop a discipline, that is, to acquire the discourses, tools, and actions of these 
disciplines. This involves studying the role of the expert or teacher in developing 
ways to access this knowledge or co-participation in the classroom, that is, the inter-
active and collaborative discourse between the teacher and the student or among the 
students.

The second principle, procedural facilitators and tools, is based on providing the 
classroom with tools to create scaffolding, so that the students regulate the writing.

The third principle, communities of practice, focuses on establishing com-
munities that emphasize the construction or dissemination of knowledge. 
Participation in these communities, on the one hand, facilitates learners’ appro-
priation of conventions, standards, genres, and values and, on the other, requires 
learners to become proficient in speaking, reading, and writing within that 
community.

Russell’s (2010) theory of multiple contexts synthesizes the key points of 
Vygotsky’s theory of cultural-historical activity and genres as social action. It estab-
lishes that texts cannot be studied apart from their context because they are defined 
by the context: “Texts are given life through activity, through use in context(s)” 
(p. 353). Thus, writing is learned and produced in certain social circumstances. In 
this way, this author overcomes the duality of text and context by viewing texts as 
dynamic systems or networks with interconnected elements. This dynamic network 
encompasses both the participants and the material tools they use for a purpose and 
to obtain a result.

Bazerman (2016) explains the contributions of the sociocultural approaches to 
studies on writing:

• One writes to participate in different social spheres. In fact, developing as a 
writer in a community is part of a socialization and cultural appropriation 
process.

• The audience takes on a central role in writing because (a) planning, which 
includes decisions about writing and representing the text, involves spending 
time gathering information about the social situation and the appropriate 
resources for that situation and (b) readers assess the quality of a piece of writing 
and assign an identity to the text and to the writer.

• Writing is produced through interactions with previous texts.
• Through social participation, writers construct a perception of others and a per-

ception of their own identity and existence based on the way they think they are 
perceived by others.

• The development of writing skills depends on moving between different situ-
ations of use. Each situation requires solving new problems because, when 
going from one social setting to another, it is necessary to adjust one’s writ-
ing skills, learn new ones, and transform knowledge from previous 
experiences.
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14.3  The Genres of Discourse

14.3.1  Diversity in Discourse Genres

Discourse diversity is, first, a consequence of the fact that speech acts are motivated 
by very different intentions. This variety of purposes can be grouped into two main 
types of functions, the ideational or representative function and the interactive or 
interpersonal function (Halliday, 1982), which correspond to two main axes of lin-
guistic use: the transmission of information about entities, events, processes, etc. 
and the expression of interpersonal relationships. These functions determine two 
basic uses of language: to learn (representational function) and to communicate 
with others (interactive function), with fundamental educational implications. The 
use of language for learning, particularly written language, is the starting point for 
proposals such as teaching reading and writing across the curriculum, teaching 
reading and writing to learn, or teaching through the disciplines (Álvarez Angulo, 
2010; Carlino, 2005; Rose & Acevedo, 2017; Rose & Martin, 2012; Tolchinsky & 
Simó, 2001).

Second, discourse has different characteristics depending on social settings 
where it is used. The social setting or context determines important aspects for com-
municative interaction, such as the roles played by the participants and the relation-
ship or degree of social distance established between them. In turn, these 
characteristics of the interaction will be reflected in the linguistic, textual, and para-
textual form of the texts resulting from the discourse activity.

All these factors, the variety of speech acts and their functions and the diversity 
in the settings of social activity, explain the existence of different discourse genres 
(classes of texts, according to the term used in the theoretical framework of PISA) 
through which the verbal activity takes place. Genres, as text forms available in a 
given historical-cultural context to satisfy communication needs, are organized in 
nebulas, with diffuse and mobile boundaries, and so they resist definitive classifica-
tion (Bronckart, 2004, p.  68). They are “relatively stable types of statements” 
(Bajtín, 1982, p. 248) available to speakers who, depending on their situation and 
communicative needs, choose the appropriate genre, as particular preconstructions 
of a natural language. There is a great richness and diversity of the discourse genres 
because the possibilities of human activity are inexhaustible and, as Bajtín states, 
“in each sphere of praxis, there is a whole repertoire of discourse genres that is dif-
ferentiated and grows as the sphere itself develops and becomes more complicated” 
(Bajtín, 1982, p. 248). Thus, every discourse genre is characterized by belonging to 
an area of use, by having a certain function and an established relationship between 
the speakers, and by selecting certain topics and presenting certain formal charac-
teristics (linguistic, textual, and paratextual).

Changes in the forms of communication entail the incorporation of new genres 
in all areas. We mention, as examples, some that involve reading and writing in digi-
tal environments: in interpersonal communication (whatsapps, tweets, e-mails, 
forums), in public life (blogs, personal pages, pages of associations, institutions, 
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companies, etc.), in the media (cybermedia), and in academia (websites for trans-
mitting knowledge, webquests, digital stories, treasure hunts, wikis, or collaborative 
writing) (Cassany, 2012; Zayas, 2009).

The linguistic characteristics of texts, determined by the circumstances in which 
the discourse takes place, the situational context, constitute the register, which 
Halliday (1982, p. 146) defines as “the configuration of semantic resources that the 
member of a culture typically associates with a type of situation; it is the potential 
for accessible meaning in a given social context.” According to this author, although 
the register is defined in terms of meaning, it can be recognized as a certain selec-
tion of words and structures.

Thus, linguistically characterizing a given discourse genre involves identifying 
its register. This characterization is based on three factors which correspond (not 
univocally) to the elements referred to as field, tenor, and mode by Halliday (1982, 
p. 48) and again by Reyes (1999, p. 49 ff.) for the same purpose. The field refers to 
the institutional framework in which a statement is produced, and it includes not 
only the topic of the discourse (whose degree of specialization) but also all the 
activity of the speaker (or speakers) in a given framework. It includes, therefore, the 
topic and the intention. The tenor refers to the relationship between the participants 
(level of formality, in our formulation), and the mode refers to the channel of 
communication.

We have shown genres as groupings of texts that fulfill similar social functions 
and have certain formal characteristics in common. They are cultural products that 
have codified the ways certain meanings are expressed, and, therefore, “they pro-
voke expectations that must automatically be met in order to achieve the intended 
construction of meaning” (Reyes, 1999, p. 18). Thus, the receiver recognizes the 
genre by its conventions, and this recognition conditions its listening or reading: for 
example, we do not read a journalistic news item in the same way as a literary story. 
The sender, however, has to respect the conventions of the genre in which he/she is 
writing in order for the text to be correctly interpreted.

Along these lines, according to sociocultural approaches, genres are frameworks 
for social action. Participants recognize these texts as belonging to the same written 
genre as long as the texts operationalize the participants’ actions in the activity sys-
tem (Bazerman, 1994).

From this perspective, the genre is embedded in a network of social activities; in 
other words, genres exist in the “construction zones” (Russell, 1995) or participa-
tion contexts where a given activity takes place. They are, thus, forms mediated by 
typified tools that allow interaction in a certain social practice. In fact, texts can 
share a series of formal characteristics without belonging to the same genre because 
they are not all used to mediate the same actions of an activity system; in other 
words, a text can function as different genres if participants interact in different 
activity systems; for example, a text such as the Bible can function as different 
genres (literary work, sacred text, or cult object), depending on whether the partici-
pants view it as a work with an aesthetic purpose, as a theological source, or as a text 
to be read in a place of religious worship (Russell, 1997).
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The theory of multiple contexts defines genres as traditions for using certain 
tools that offer, on the one hand, a panorama of possible actions and objectives and, 
on the other, interrelationships between subjects, objects, and tools: “the ongoing 
use of certain material tools in certain ways that people recognize as having worked 
once and might work again, a typified, tool-mediated response to conditions recog-
nized by participants to be recurring” (Russell, 2010, p.  357). According to 
Bazerman (2016), genres help writers to understand the situations in which they 
write (who their audience is, what material is appropriate, and what they must 
accomplish), and they show solutions for analyzing rhetorical problems in situa-
tions that are considered similar. Thus, they are a part of the writing process that 
helps to typify situations, roles, and actions (p. 15).

14.3.2  The Texts and the Basic Types

Discursive genres incorporate the social dimension of communication and are 
defined based on their dependence on the context. However, to explain their formal 
characteristics (linguistic, textual, and paratextual), we must consider texts from an 
internal point of view as linguistic units stemming from human communication. 
Thus, for example, if we consider the debate genre, we see how it is defined by its 
communicative situation (several people speaking in front of an audience, in con-
trolled turns, about one or more topics usually established in advance, for a set time, 
etc.). Nevertheless, from an internal point of view, with regard to the type of text, the 
participants’ discourse will be predominantly argumentative and expository, 
although other sequences cannot be ruled out (e.g., a narrative sequence in which 
one of the participants presents a particular case related to the topic being dis-
cussed). In terms of register, the interventions may be more or less formal, special-
ized, etc., depending on the specific target audience or subject matter.

Bernárdez (1982, p. 85) proposes, by way of definition, a set of characteristics of 
the text unit: it is a fundamental communicative linguistic unit, the product of a 
social activity, closed from a communicative point of view, and coherent at the deep 
and superficial levels because the speaker’s intention is to create a complete text. 
These characteristics are broadly reflected in the proposal made by Beaugrande and 
Dressler (1997, p. 35 and ss.), who define the text as “a communicative event that 
meets seven norms of textuality,” two focused on the text itself (coherence and 
cohesion) and five referring to the user (intentionality, acceptability, informativity, 
situationality, and intertextuality).

Text linguistics, which includes the approaches of Bernárdez and Beaugrande 
and Dressler, studies the linguistic organization of the text, including social and 
psychological aspects that are represented as linguistic elements.

In addition, texts, as manifestations of discourse diversity, respond to various 
forms of overall organization, called rhetorical structures or superstructures in van 
Dijk’s model (1978: §5), which show the distribution of text content in large sec-
tions, such as paragraphs, and the internal structure of these sections. These various 
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forms of global organization have been called text types, each with its own super-
structure. A text with a global organization will be comprehensible to the speakers 
to which it is addressed, and it will be coherent. This coherence first appears in 
semantic forms, but it is superficially expressed in linguistic phenomena, such as the 
use of text markers, the succession of tenses, the articles, etc., through what is usu-
ally known as cohesion operations.

Text types can be recognized by their informative structure and by their gram-
matical features. They are abstract in nature and small in number. Each text type 
implies a way of selecting and organizing words, sentences, and the whole text to 
express meanings in accordance with certain predominant functions.

Several typologies have been proposed from text linguistics, some of which are 
widely applied in teaching (Adam, 1992; Bronckart et  al., 1985; Werlich, 1976, 
among others). Both Adam’s typology and Werlich’s typology (on which Adam is 
based) use terms previously coined by a long rhetorical tradition (narrative, descrip-
tive, or argumentative text). As a basis for the typologies, Werlich (1976) uses the 
contextual focus of the speaker, that is, the contextual element that acts as the domi-
nant referent in the discourse: persons and objects in space (descriptive text); 
actions, events, or transformations of persons or objects in time (narrative text); 
analysis or synthesis of ideas and concepts (expository text); relations between con-
cepts (argumentative text); and future behavior (instructive text). Each of these foci 
of the receiver’s attention corresponds to a certain cognitive process: perception in 
space, perception in time, comprehension of ideas through analysis or synthesis, 
judgment, and planning of behavior. In addition to these cognitive matrices, each 
type of text has a base sentence or sentence structure that represents the topic of the 
text and whose development gives rise to the complete text (e.g., in the narrative 
text, it is a sentence with a verb of change in the imperfect, plus local and temporal 
adverbs).

Adam’s typology, in its initial formulation, had a functional base. It stemmed 
from Werlich’s text types, which he related to the fundamental types of speech acts 
(enunciating, convincing, regulating behavior), adding predictive, conversational, 
and poetic text types. In later works (Adam, 1992; Adam & Revaz, 1996), in addi-
tion to revising some of the proposed types, Adam states that, strictly speaking, one 
cannot talk about a text type because each text is a heterogeneous reality. In order to 
linguistically define some aspects of this complexity, he formulates a reduced num-
ber of basic sequences that constitute texts and are structures that organize groups 
of elementary propositions of the text. The text is conceived as a complex hierarchi-
cal structure comprising sequences – elliptical or complete – of the same or differ-
ent types. Adam considers five elementary sequences: narrative, descriptive, 
argumentative, explanatory, and conversational-dialogical. This notion of an ele-
mentary sequence basically coincides with van Dijk’s (1978) notion of superstruc-
tures, described above.

Typologies represent essential characteristics of the language or communicative 
linguistic action, and they provide relevant information about the texts, but because 
of their degree of abstraction and generalization, they cannot cover the set of char-
acteristics that define the individual, concrete text. Therefore, to account for the 
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discourse diversity in its totality, these typologies have to be combined, at least, with 
the concepts of genre and register, mentioned above.

The importance of the text unit and the sequences, outlines, or elementary text 
types that make up the genres must be situated in relation to the object of language 
teaching-learning: the linguistic-communicative use. To plan this teaching of the 
use, it is necessary to select the genres for the school by taking into account the 
recurrent presence of the basic text sequences, in order to guarantee their mastery 
(from comprehension and production) in texts with different intentions and from 
different spheres of social life (e.g., in genres that respond to different communica-
tive situations, such as stories, or historical explanations, we will find the narrative 
text sequences, which can be combined with descriptive sequences in the former 
case and with expository or argumentative sequences in the latter). In addition, the 
elaboration of texts requires the mastery of grammatical procedures that guarantee 
the coherence of the ideas presented and their adequate linguistic formulation. 
These operations do not come from sentence grammar, but rather from studies 
related to text grammar (Cuenca, 2010), which will allow an adequate selection for 
didactic purposes (Rodríguez-Gonzalo, 2008; Zayas & Rodríguez, 1992). Thus, for 
example, it is possible to group the cohesion operations in relation to elementary 
text sequences.

Finally, the study of the text as a linguistic-communicative unit and the establish-
ment of typologies also make it possible to relate language and literature, given that 
this study perspective builds a bridge between the two disciplines by providing them 
with a common theoretical framework.

14.3.3  Genre in Language Teaching

An examination of the diversity of texts and the factors that explain it makes it pos-
sible to outline the field where the objectives and activities for teaching and learning 
language use skills can be placed: the genres or forms of discourse through which 
communication takes place in the different spheres of social activity. Text compre-
hension begins with the identification of the genre to which it belongs, making it 
possible to identify its function and anticipate some of its contents. Text composi-
tion begins with a purpose and knowledge about the most appropriate genre to 
achieve that purpose in the social framework where the verbal activity takes place. 
With this knowledge, a text plan can be drawn up that affects the selection of the 
content and its structure and the most appropriate register.

Given the heterogeneous and changing nature of discourse genres, the question 
is how to bring this variability into classroom practices (García, 2009), in other 
words, how to systematize the characteristics of the statements in order to develop 
didactic proposals that allow students to make the genres their own. Several authors 
have addressed the place of genres in language teaching as support and reference 
tools and as learning objects.
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The proposal made by Schneuwly and Dolz (1997) is based on the Vygotskian 
conception of development as a process of appropriating the experiences accumu-
lated in a society, that is, as an internalization of the meanings of a social practice. 
Language is, thus, the mediator between the individual and the social practices. The 
function of the genre in this mediation is to forge a common model that becomes a 
representation that integrates and determines the horizon of expectations for the 
members of a community. Through these generic representations, which take on a 
regularity through the three dimensions established by Bajtín (1982) to characterize 
them (content, structure, and linguistic specificity), the students would have a refer-
ence for creating oral or written productions. Therefore, the genre is defined as the 
mediating reference between practices and activities for learning, that is, a mega- 
tool of support and reference in students’ activities (p. 30). Dolz et al. (2003) also 
emphasized its character as a matrix and generator of activities and actions.

Genres also have to be an object of learning. In order to be constructed as a 
teaching-learning object, communicative situations of reference must be recreated 
in the classroom because, as indicated above, a genre cannot be decontextualized 
from the spheres of use in which it is framed and produced. This recreation in the 
classroom implies creating fictional spaces, conceiving the classroom as if it were 
the communication space of the selected genre. This means that the genre also 
becomes an abstraction, a partly fictitious genre (Schneuwly & Dolz, 1997, p. 30). 
The aim of this representation of genre in the classroom is for the student to learn to 
use it in key practices of reference. However, the selection of a genre in the school 
must respond to certain didactic objectives and undergo a partial transformation 
process in order to achieve teaching that is appropriate for the students’ learning.

In addition, didactic transformation can occur by simplifying the genre, by plac-
ing the focus of learning on one of its dimensions or features, or by introducing it 
into a social situation that is not the original one. Thus, the genre in the classroom 
is always a variant of the genre of reference. For example, the work by García- 
Folgado (2017) on the use of the scientific poster is situated along these lines: a 
communicative situation similar to a scientific congress is created in the classroom 
so that students can explain their posters to their classmates. In this way, the stu-
dents are supposed to appropriate the genre, along with its social uses.

This transformation turns genres into writing models (Bronckart, 1999) with the 
aim of guiding and helping learners in the process of text elaboration. Zayas (2012, 
p. 74) extends and complements this transformation of the discourse genre by intro-
ducing the concept of prototype (Cuenca & Hilferty, 1999). According to this 
author, “the characterization of a genre for educational purposes must respond to a 
prototypical representation of it that is easily transferable to the classroom.” 
Therefore, it is necessary to elaborate models of the selected genre in order to, first, 
determine the core characteristics of the genre and, second, analyze “good exam-
ples” (examples of the genre that approach the prototype). Finally, Zayas quotes 
Rodriguez-Gonzalo (2008) when indicating the third and last purpose: to guide the 
students’ composition writing process.

The transformation of the discourse genre involves elaborating didactic models 
that make explicit the implicit knowledge that members of a community have about 
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the social uses of language, based on an analysis that makes it possible to specify 
the elements of the communicative situation, the structure, and the linguistic forms 
that reflect the interaction factors in the text (Zayas, 2012). In this regard, Abad- 
Beltrán and Rodríguez-Gonzalo (2018a, 2018b, and 2023, in press), in their studies 
on the role of prototypical examples of genre in the writing process, show that mod-
eling genres, from a learning perspective, facilitates the appropriation of the genre 
as a tool and the development of linguistic skills. Moreover, from a teaching per-
spective, it becomes a practical synthesis that guides teachers in extracting the 
teachable dimensions for the adoption of that genre.

Thus, the objective of teaching-learning in language education must be to teach 
how to use language to participate in the discourse practices of the different spheres 
of human activity (Zayas, 2012, p.  64). This participation in society takes place 
through discourse genres, and, therefore, the axis for sequencing the didactic pro-
posals has to be the composition of a given genre.

Bazerman (2016) agrees with Zayas that developing as a writer in a community 
is part of the socialization and enculturation process. However, rather than focusing 
on modeling genres, in the teaching of writing, he pays attention to promoting activ-
ities linked to the audience and collaboration between the interlocutors. One of the 
repercussions of this proposal affects the assessment of writing, which would rely 
on collaborative practices such as peer assessment, the creation of real communica-
tive situations, or collaborative writing.

In addition, Bazerman points out that the selection of genre examples for educa-
tional purposes should not focus on prototypical examples, in order to avoid overly 
broad generalizations and regularities that do not contemplate the construction of 
the writer’s specific identity.

14.3.4  Academic Writing from the Perspective of Discourse 
Genres and the Theory of Activity

Research on teaching academic writing has also focused on discourse genres, espe-
cially at the secondary and university levels. These proposals have materialized in 
programs such as Writing Across the Curriculum in the USA.

Russell’s (1997) proposal, which conceives of genres from the perspective of 
activity theory, emphasizes that, due to the interactions that occur throughout his-
tory, intertextual and functional changes in discourses are produced. Thus, the 
boundaries between the genres change. They are readjusted or diluted because, in 
order to master a tool, learners do not copy their predecessors’ uses exactly, but 
instead they incorporate them into other activity systems.

Therefore, in secondary school and university, the process of teaching writing 
can be viewed as the mutual adoption by students and teachers of the new discourse 
tools through the genres and activities in which they have to interact. In this appro-
priation process, Russell points out two central aspects:
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• Interactions: the teacher becomes the students’ mentor, so that they can access 
the macro-social interactions (those that are specific to each discipline), based on 
the dialogic interactions of individuals in the classroom, which are conditioned 
by the different tools and operations that students bring from their interactions in 
other activities.

• The creation of an identity as active participants: the teacher has to guide the 
learners to see themselves as active participants who take ownership of the dis-
courses and activities of the discipline.

In this process of cultural appropriation and construction of an identity as active 
participants in the disciplines, the teacher has to help students to overcome their 
alienation from what they view as academic writing practices (Russell, 2010; 
Bazerman, 2016). In addition, it is necessary to simulate professional and academic 
work contexts in the classroom that dilute the boundaries of school contexts.

In addition, Castelló (2017) highlights the importance of turning the classroom 
into a community of discourse that fosters functional writing activities and collab-
orative and interactive writing practices. This conception of teaching and learning 
writing promotes, on the one hand, students’ reflection on writing and their regula-
tion of the text elaboration process and, on the other, students’ learning and in-depth 
examination of the content of their writing. Thus, writing becomes an object of 
reflection and, therefore, an epistemic and communication tool (p. 8), and it helps 
students to become more aware of the decisions they have to make to create their 
texts and take on the role of authors of their writing (p. 9).

The studies on academic teaching outlined by Bazerman and Russell view the 
writing process as an intellectual process and not as a text product. Thus, writing is 
conceived as a contextualized activity rather than as a basic tool generalizable to all 
disciplines, given that its forms differ from one discipline to another.

Learning to use the language will therefore consist of developing the necessary 
capabilities to use the different discourse genres, that is, to plan texts according to 
certain models and use the different registers that characterize texts in the different 
spheres of social activity. This means moving from more informal, spontaneous, 
and subjective uses, where the students have ample experience, to more formal and 
planned uses designed to transmit and receive information and opinions efficiently.

14.4  Teaching Writing Through Genres 
in the Didactic Sequences

The teaching of writing through genres has to relate three aspects: (a) the discourse 
essence of the genres, which views writing (and orality) as a situated social activity; 
(b) the need to situate the student as the protagonist of his or her own learning, 
which in this case means giving him or her a voice as author (not as reproducer or 
copier); and (c) the consideration of writing as a complex cognitive process that 
requires different phases (planning, textualization, revision), with teaching aids in 
all of them.
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Taking these three aspects into account, we have proposed models for teaching 
writing that are designed as teaching and learning processes organized in phases 
(which means they are developed in the classroom in several sessions), whose task 
or final product is the creation of a discourse genre. These are the didactic sequence 
models (hereinafter, DS). We will briefly refer to four proposals whose initial for-
mulation took place in the last decades of the past century: the didactic sequences 
of the Sydney School pedagogy of genres (Rose & Acevedo, 2017; Rose & Martin, 
2012), the didactic sequence model by Bronckart and the Geneva School (Bronckart, 
2004; Dolz et al., 2001), the didactic sequences for learning to write by Camps and 
the Greal group of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona (Camps, 1996; Camps & 
Fontich, 2020; Milian, 2012), and the Didactext group model from the Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid (Álvarez Angulo, 2010; Didactext, 2015).

In all these proposals, didactic sequences are articulated as educational processes 
that seek to give meaning to writing as a discourse activity oriented toward a social 
purpose. This activity is developed in dialogue with other texts and takes shape in 
textual or discourse genres, as specific forms of language produced in different 
social environments (Camps, 2003, p. 27–28). These features also link these pro-
posals with the principles that inspired project-based learning (Dolz et al., 2001; 
Camps, 1996; Rodríguez-Gonzalo, 2008). In the case of writing projects, the use of 
language serves a dual function: on the one hand, it focuses on the use of language 
specific to each genre, and, on the other, it contemplates using language for learn-
ing, according to the characteristics of the task itself.

14.4.1  The Genre-Based Pedagogy and the Didactic Sequence 
as Genre in the Sydney School

Since the 1980s, the Sydney School has developed an ambitious literacy program 
focused on discourse genres that consists of three major phases in the teaching and 
learning of reading and writing across the curriculum. The first phase, the Writing 
Project and Language and Social Power, sought to apply Halliday’s (1994) func-
tional linguistics to the teaching of discourse genres. As a result, a classification of 
written school genres was proposed as a basis for the explicit teaching of writing in 
primary education (stories, text responses, arguments, reports, explanations, and 
procedures). This teaching was planned in three stages: deconstruction of a model 
text, joint construction of a new text by the whole class, and independent construc-
tion. In the second phase, developed in the 1990s, the Write It Right project investi-
gated the demands of reading and writing in the different disciplines of secondary 
education (Science, Mathematics, English, History, and Geography). As a result, a 
map of genres was drawn up for all the school stages, grouped in three major fami-
lies (stories, factual, evaluating). The third phase, in the first decade of the twenty- 
first century, proposes the Reading to Learn (R2L) model, whose focus is on 
teaching reading strategies for the different genres that allow students to read the 
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Fig. 14.1 DS in the Sydney School. (Based on Rose and Martin (2012, p. 303))

texts from the curriculum with critical comprehension and use what they learn in 
their writing. Therefore, its aim is the integrated development of reading and writing 
skills across the disciplines through “nine sets of learning activities that structure 
three levels of scaffolding or support, for texts, paragraphs, sentences, word groups, 
and words” (Rose & Martin, 2012, p. 282). The proposed didactic sequences are 
presented as a set of implementation options organized in circles (outer, middle, and 
inner, depending on the level of support required by the learners). Each circle is 
organized in three phases of learning activities (Fig. 14.1):

The Sydney School model is conceived as a project that starts with the training 
of teachers of all the disciplines in workshops on reading and writing, such that the 
teachers learn to prepare the tasks, implement them in the classroom, and analyze 
them. Thus, the didactic sequence becomes a genre, that is, a pedagogical model for 
teaching reading and writing in the different curricular areas.

The pedagogical knowledge gathered in this extensive research resulted in “the 
didactic sequence as genre: a theory on language-based teaching and learning” 
(Rose & Martin, 2012, p. 277). As its authors indicate, it is a model of the analysis 
and design of pedagogical practice articulated in three categories, following 
Halliday. Thus, in the didactic sequence genre, the tenor refers to pedagogical rela-
tionships between teachers and students and among students; the field refers to 
pedagogical activities and sequences of activities and classroom interactions; and 
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the mode refers to pedagogical modalities, which include oral, written, visual, and 
manual exercises.

This project was initially aimed at compulsory education in disadvantaged areas 
and indigenous populations. Its goal was to “design a pedagogical writing system 
that would enable any student to successfully meet the academic demands” (Rose & 
Martin, 2012, p. 15), taking into consideration Bernstein’s work (1990, 1996) on 
how inequalities in participation create hierarchies of success and failure in school. 
This system, known as genre-based pedagogy, proposes an explicit and systematic 
intervention in “reading and writing in all the curricular subjects at all the educa-
tional levels, including higher education” (Rose & Acevedo, 2017, p. 8).

The pedagogy of genres has been widely used at different educational levels, 
both in Europe (Acevedo et al., 2016; Pedrosa, 2017; Whittaker & Lövstedt, 2017) 
and in America (Colombi, 2005; Moyano, 2018; Westhoff, 2017).

14.4.2  The Didactic Sequence Model of the Geneva School

According to the Geneva School model, as formulated by Bronckart (1999), the 
didactic sequence is an integrated set of temporal units focused on a text genre and 
on one or more of the technical problems students encounter in mastering the genre. 
The process is organized in three phases: an initial text production, a series of tech-
nical modules (workshops), and a final production. The initial production is carried 
out with very clear instructions that explicitly describe the parameters of the pro-
duction context (type of interaction, audience, medium used, etc.), the topic of the 
text, and the intended effects on the audience (purpose). The elaboration of the 
technical modules is based on the difficulties observed in the students’ initial pro-
ductions, and the modules are presented as workshops that deal with aspects of 
different levels: adaptation of the genre to the communication situation, textualiza-
tion mechanisms, voice management, modalization problems, etc. Finally, in the 
final production, the student is asked, with a new instruction, to produce a new 
production of the genre addressed, which serves as an evaluation of the learning 
process that took place in the modules or workshops. Dolz et al. (2001) present an 
outline of this model (Fig. 14.2).

As Fig. 14.2 shows, the didactic sequence articulates the written language work 
in a reading or writing project in relation to the action to be carried out, which 
makes it meaningful for the students, who can become aware of their own teaching 
and learning processes. These projects can be included in three types of communi-
cation situations: authentic situations related to life outside school, discourse situa-
tions within the school environment, and “fictionalization” situations oriented 
toward learning, staging invented situations that are close to reality.

The Geneva School didactic sequence model is widely followed by researchers 
linked to socio-discourse interactionism, both in Europe (Álvares Pereira et  al., 
2010; García-Azkoaga & Idiazábal, 2015) and in Latin America (Riestra et  al., 
2014; Rodrigues Tognato & Dolz, 2019).
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Fig. 14.2 DS model. (Based on Dolz et al. (2001, p. 7))

14.4.3  Didactic Sequences for Learning to Write by Camps

The line of research on teaching written language led by Anna Camps and the Greal 
group at the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona gave rise to the didactic sequence 
model for learning to write (Camps, 1996), which integrates the ideas behind proj-
ect work with its own methodological options and numerous exemplifying works 
(Camps, 2003; Camps & Ribas, 2000; Camps & Fontich, 2020). The organization 
of the didactic sequence as a language project is divided into three major phases, as 
Fig. 14.3 reveals.

The preparation phase corresponds to the motivation for the act of learning. In 
this phase, the purpose of the task is established, and the learning objectives are set 
out. The discourse situation the work will address is also proposed, so that the stu-
dents represent the task (writing an opinion article, making an anthology of stories, 
etc.) and become agents of the composition activity. It should be taken into account, 
however, that the representation of the task and the learning will evolve throughout 
the process. At the same time, the motivation will vary as the perception that the 
objective can be reached and that the risk taken is worthwhile becomes 
consolidated.

The production phase contains two types of activities: those related to the elabo-
ration of the text, oriented toward learning the formal characteristics of the text and 
how to use them, and those involving an approach to the conceptual contents being 
addressed, whether linguistic or literary, contents to be used in the discourse task. 
Production is the central phase of learning. It allows several production alternatives 
and requires numerous interventions from the teacher to provide the necessary aid 
to perform a complex task. In this phase, formative assessment becomes especially 
important as a regulator of the learning process.

The text production process, which involves planning, textualization, and revi-
sion, is interrelated with other tasks and reflections that lead to the progressive con-
struction of “know-how” on the part of the student (systematic work on form and 
content). The characteristics of each sequence determine the best activities to obtain 
information and know the formal characteristics of the texts, etc. However, three 
common features can be pointed out: (a) Verbal interactions among peers and with 
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Fig. 14.3 DS for learning to write. (Based on Camps and Fontich (2020, p. 122))

the teacher are important because it is difficult for learners to individually manage 
text production in all its complexity. In this way, writing (or producing a formal oral 
text) is not just a process of stating knowledge, that is, literally reproducing what 
others have said. Instead, it brings students closer to the process of transforming 
knowledge, so that language gradually becomes an instrument of thought 
(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1992). Thus, the interrelation among the linguistic skills is 
shown. (b) The need to use other texts – either to search for information and elabo-
rate on the contents or as models for structural and formal aspects – allows students 
access to the forms that the literate society has established for acting in the different 
spheres of social activity (discourse genres). Moreover, learning to write (and, in 
general, to elaborate texts) signifies the mastery of a social competence of the liter-
ate society in which we live. (c) In relation to the specific learning objectives of each 
didactic sequence, it is necessary to carry out specific exercises to master the pro-
grammed aspects. These aspects are elements of the whole of text production, and 
their mastery makes sense in the overall task (e.g., knowing how to use verb tenses 
in a narrative or using the right connectors to give an opinion).

The assessment phase, understood as a feedback phase, is part of the learning 
process. In this model, formative language assessment is concerned with the prod-
ucts achieved through linguistic activity, but it views them as the result of a gener-
ally complex process, which in itself is the object of learning and assessment. 
Formative assessment is a dynamic reality that develops parallel to the learning 
process. The same interactive process that occurs during the production-learning 
process also has a regulatory function, regulating both the composition process and 
the process of learning the elements that contribute to the whole, which is the text. 
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From this point of view, assessment is inherent to the learning process and will 
require various instruments (rubrics, models for comparison, evaluative comments 
from peers or the teacher, etc.), adapted to the characteristics of the didactic sequence 
and the work group.

At the final moment, when evaluating the task performed and what has been 
learned, the assessment makes it possible to become aware of what has been done, 
and it contributes to the metacognitive recovery of the procedures followed, their 
results, and the concepts used. From this perspective, assessment is understood as 
an appraisal not only of what each student has achieved individually but also of 
what has been achieved by the group, including the teacher.

The proposal of Camps and the Greal group has been very influential in the 
Spanish-speaking world, with a variety of implementations in both primary and 
secondary schools (Camps, 2003; Camps & Fontich, 2020; Milian, 2012). Currently, 
the Camps proposal is incorporating the contributions of information and commu-
nication technologies (ICTs), which, as Manresa et  al. (2012) point out, are not 
merely an added element because they become essential. In the SD model, ICTs 
make it possible to work with new discourse genres, provide new ways of reading 
and writing, expand the possibilities for interaction, and broaden the sources of 
information available. As a tool, they offer new methodological possibilities and 
resources, and they are a driving force for pedagogical renewal among teachers.

14.4.4  Academic Writing and the Didactic Sequence Model 
of the Didactext Group

The didactic sequence model of the Didactext group, led by Álvarez Angulo, is 
based on a socio-cognitive, pragma-linguistic, and didactic model for the produc-
tion of written texts, and it is fundamentally oriented toward academic writing 
(Agosto et al., 2017; Didactext, 2015) and approaches focusing on reading and writ-
ing across the curriculum (Álvarez Angulo & García Parejo, 2010). In the text pro-
duction process, this model adds the social dimension to the individual one and 
“makes explicit the cognitive processes and strategies (...) from the enveloping 
dimension of culture; and adopts a perspective of intervention in classrooms to 
improve writing practices” (Álvarez Angulo, 2006, p. 54).

Like the previous models, it focuses on the design and creation of didactic 
sequences about real topics that are of interest to students. In this case, the learning 
is organized in five permeable and recursive phases, depending on the classroom 
dynamics, because observing the way students write is considered an essential 
aspect. In each phase, the thematic content and the most appropriate textual sequence 
for the communicative situation are addressed simultaneously. For example, in an 
essay, the most appropriate sequences would be expository and argumentative. In 
addition, the necessary aids are described in order to create the habit of making 
outlines, summaries, concept maps, and drafts or intermediate texts, which are con-
sidered the products of each phase. Particular importance is given to revision, the 
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Fig. 14.4 DS stages in the teaching of writing expository texts. (Based on Álvarez Angulo (2006, 
p. 58–60), and Álvarez Angulo and García Parejo (2010, p. 185))

most difficult step to carry out because the students are not in the habit of perform-
ing writing and rewriting activities. An outline of the model is shown in Fig. 14.4.

In García Parejo (2011), after a detailed presentation of the three main phases of 
writing (planning, textualizing, and revising), different studies based on this model 
are collected in relation to writing expository texts in different curricular areas, from 
early childhood education to secondary education, including the different cycles of 
primary education.

14.5  Conclusions

Socio-cognitive models show that writing is a complex process that is produced and 
learned in certain social circumstances and conditioned by anthropological, social, 
cognitive, or linguistic-textual aspects. Learning to write involves adopting the dis-
course genres that allow one to develop in the world of writing. It is, therefore, a 
process of enculturation that is accessed by participating in social activities and 
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acquiring the tools that make it possible to interact in communities of discourse. 
Therefore, the teaching of writing has to encourage practices that are contextualized 
in communicative situations and offer tools that help the student to mediate or inter-
act in social activities in order to favor the enculturation process. Discourse genres 
are the stable types of utterances through which one participates in society, and so 
they are the axes of the didactic sequences we have presented: knowledge about 
genre helps students to identify the audience, the assessment criteria, and the objec-
tives to meet, in an attempt to facilitate the typification of situations, roles, and 
actions.

This enculturation process involves accessing the writing practices of the differ-
ent social spheres. Therefore, in the didactic sequences, it is necessary to select 
genres that favor the appropriation of discourse tools that help to mediate and inter-
act in the activity systems. Thus, the teacher should consider which genres facilitate 
students’ interaction and participation in different social communities.

The didactic sequence models presented here make the teaching of writing 
explicit and offer ways to address the complexity of this knowledge at different 
educational levels because they view the practice of writing as a situated social 
activity in which the discourse genres are the axes and objectives. All the models 
address the three main writing processes (planning, textualization, and revision) and 
encourage interaction in the classroom between students and the necessary tools to 
enter and participate in discourse communities. In order to encourage these interac-
tions, in the design and implementation of the sequences, oral and written uses of 
language or text comprehension and production are interrelated.

Linking the teaching and learning of writing with discourse genres opens up the 
school to contextualized discourse practices and offers students the opportunity to 
appropriate cultural tools that favor their participation in diverse social and dis-
course spheres.
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Chapter 15
Teaching of Argumentative Writing 
in Romance Languages: A Meta-Analysis

Hugo Vilar  and Mariona Pascual 

15.1  Introduction

Writing is essential to academic and professional success as well as for effective 
communication in today’s personal life. Writing is a tool for learning, assessing, and 
supporting content acquisition; professionals of all levels are expected to use writ-
ing to fill reports, prepare presentations, and communicate with clients and other 
co-workers, and it has gained importance in daily life for social networking, email-
ing, and texting.

Given the widespread use of writing, students who do not attain the required 
proficiency levels in writing can be at a disadvantage (Greenwald et  al., 1999; 
Koster et  al., 2015; NAEP, 2011; Persky et  al., 2003; Rogers & Graham, 2008). 
They are less capable of demonstrating their knowledge, defending their standpoint 
in a discussion, and communicating their intended meaning, leading to lower aca-
demic success or even sustained difficulties persisting until adulthood (Graham & 
Harris, 2005a; Graham & Perin, 2007).

Nonetheless, there has been an increase of evidence-based treatment proposals to 
remediate these struggles. Two common recommendations to reverse this situation 
involve (1) increasing the time students spend writing and (2) improving teachers’ 
preparation to teach writing (National Commission on Writing, 2003). To appropri-
ately implement these recommendations and avoid falling into phony practices, it is 
crucial that teachers are provided with evidence-based instructional practices that 
can help improve the quality of their students’ writing by identifying the most 
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effective treatments (Graham et al., 2012). We understand treatments as the inten-
tional application of several instructional activities in the target domain for a defined 
period of time with the purpose of modifying some of its aspects.

The growth in the number of studies analyzing writing treatments’ effectiveness 
during the last decades makes it increasingly difficult to adequately read and pro-
cess their results (Viechtbauer, 2007). Meta-analyses, the statistical synthesis of 
results from primary studies (Borenstein et  al., 2009), are particularly useful to 
overcome such difficulty. Meta-analyses combine the results of multiple primary 
studies on a certain topic (in this case, writing interventions) providing a summary 
effect size (ES), a value that reflects the overall effectiveness of the treatments 
implemented on a certain outcome (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Meta-analyses also 
allow comparing treatments to see which ones are more effective and determine if 
there are any variables such as grade or genre that could be moderating the magni-
tude of the effect. Moreover, meta-analyses focus on the magnitude and the direc-
tion of the effect, that is, on its size and whether it positively or negatively impacts 
the outcome, rather than on significance testing.

Consequently, several meta-analyses have been conducted over a variety of treat-
ments and grade levels to either analyzing the effect of multiple writing treatments 
(Graham et al., 2012, 2015a; Graham & Perin, 2007; Hillocks, 1986; Koster et al., 
2015; Rogers & Graham, 2008) or attesting specific treatment effectiveness such as 
those focused on word processing (Bangert-Drowns, 1993; Gersten & Baker, 2001; 
Little et  al., 2018), strategy instruction (Graham, 2006), feedback (Biber et  al., 
2011; Graham et al., 2015b), or the process writing approach, which involves con-
ducting cycles of planning, translating, and revising in a supportive environment 
with high levels of interaction (Graham & Sandmel, 2011).

All studied writing treatments have proven to be effective in improving text qual-
ity with the exception of grammar instruction, which had a negative impact in two 
meta-analyses (Graham et  al., 2012; Graham & Perin, 2007). However, there is 
more evidence for some treatments than for others. Among the treatments examined 
in three or more meta-analyses, product goals and strategy instruction have obtained 
the largest effect sizes. Peer assistance, feedback, and text structure instruction have 
resulted in medium effect sizes. Finally, prewriting activities, word processing, and 
the process writing approach have produced small but significant effects.

This chapter aims to address two key limitations of the previous meta-analyses. 
We find a need for a shift in focus, firstly for a more language-inclusive point of 
view and secondly for a distinction between written genres.

First, most meta-analyses only included studies published in English and con-
ducted in English-speaking countries, primarily in the United States. This character-
istic might be biasing their sample and results and might reduce the generality of 
their findings. Studies published in English are usually more aligned with the 
Anglo-Saxon rhetorical tradition, irrespective of the language in which they were 
carried out. The possible bias effect of this fact can be overcome by a meta-analysis 
embracing studies that were carried out in languages other than English. Also, texts 
are linguistic products developed in specific cultural environments, and differences 
in cultural traits (Oyserman & Lee, 2008) and rhetorical traditions (Clyne, 1987) 
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may impact the relative effectiveness of the implemented treatments. Romance 
language- speaking countries host almost a billion speakers and share commonali-
ties regarding their language, rhetorical tradition, and cultural traits, which make 
them a great alternative to explore the effectiveness of writing interventions beyond 
English-speaking countries.

Besides, anglocentricity has proven to be detrimental in other literacy domains 
such as reading (Share, 2008), where the current state of knowledge is largely con-
fined to English speakers reading in their native tongue. The idiosyncrasies of 
English, a language with a highly inconsistent orthographic system, have led to 
questioning the applicability of Anglophone findings to other languages. English 
scholarly tradition accounts for the orthographic challenges of a non-transparent 
language, whereas most Romance languages do not struggle with these language 
constraints.

The second limitation we found is that genre was not a selection criterion for the 
primary studies included in previous meta-analyses; studies were included irrespec-
tively of the genre they taught. Some meta-analyses coded genre as a study feature 
and performed subgroup analyses to determine if there were differences due to 
genre in the magnitude of the effect (Graham & Perin, 2007; Little et al., 2018), but 
only Koster et al. (2015) found such differences. However, genre categorization was 
dissimilar, and most meta-analyses including multiple treatments only did such 
analyses with some treatments. Also, most primary studies focused on narrative 
and/or expository writing, and argumentative writing only made up a small percent-
age of the studies included. Nonetheless, different genres require different cognitive 
and linguistic abilities, as we have seen in several writing process studies (Alves & 
Limpo, 2015; Olive et al., 2009). When facing an argumentative writing task, writ-
ers pause more and write in shorter strings of text, due to the cognitive effort that it 
entails (Beauvais et al., 2011; Medimorec & Risko, 2017). Therefore, if genre con-
strains or enables the writing process, it may influence the treatments’ effectiveness 
(Badger & White, 2000).

Moreover, self-regulatory strategies have been seen to develop at different 
rhythms and to moderate writing quality across and between text genres (Oddsdóttir 
et  al., 2021). Therefore, we consider that research needs to examine treatment’s 
effects in specific genres, and specifically in argumentative writing, the writing of 
schooling. Thus, we find the need for our meta-analysis to focus strictly on argu-
mentative writing, the writing of schooling.

It is in the school where argumentative writing develops and embodies a proxy 
of accomplishments, where students can demonstrate their knowledge, communica-
tive skills, maturity, and discourse abilities (Ferretti & Lewis, 2018). This genre has 
been the focus of attention in the United States or England in the last decade (Newell 
et al., 2011; Preiss et al., 2013). However, in Romance language-speaking countries, 
attention to this genre is more diverse: in Colombia (Decree 230/2002), France 
(Article D.311-5/2018), and Spain (Royal Decree 126/2014, 1105/2014, 2015), the 
curriculum highlights the importance of learning to write argumentative texts. It has 
to be noted that countries like Argentina (Law 26.206/2006), Chile (Law 
20.370/2009), or Mexico (Law DOF30.09/2019) only point out the need to develop 

15 Teaching of Argumentative Writing in Romance Languages: A Meta-Analysis



328

oral argumentation skills. Therefore, argumentative skills (either written or oral) are 
considered by specific curricula not only across countries but also across educa-
tional legislation, where it is taken into account as a key component to foster critical 
thinking skills and a tool for developing, discussing, and producing knowledge. 
However, even if argumentative texts are supposed to be taught in elementary and 
high school, they are rarely brought to the classroom, and they tend to be left aside 
in favor of genres like narrative and expository writing (Sánchez Abchi et al., 2012).

15.2  Purpose of the Study

The specific purpose of this meta-analysis was to determine the effectiveness of 
argumentative writing interventions implemented in Romance languages on the 
quality of students’ writing. We focus on a particular genre in a set of languages 
other than English in order to check whether the evidence gathered in other text 
genres and in other languages follows the same pattern. The following question was 
addressed: Do argumentative writing interventions in Romance languages have a 
significant positive effect on text quality? Previous meta-analyses showed a general-
ized effectiveness of writing interventions on text quality; thus, we hypothesized 
that argumentative writing interventions would have a significant positive effect on 
text quality. And thus, our goal was to determine the effectiveness of argumentative 
writing interventions implemented in Romance languages on the quality of the texts 
students produced.

15.3  Method

15.3.1  Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To be included in the meta-analysis, studies had to meet six criteria related to lan-
guage, genre, study design, grade, type of student, and data.

Language
Studies had to be conducted in one of the six main Romance languages: Spanish, 
Portuguese, French, Italian, Romanian, or Catalan. Also, studies had to be con-
ducted with native speakers of the language.

Genre
Studies had to teach argumentative writing. If the genre was taught together with 
other genres, it needed to provide data to calculate an ES for argumentative writing 
separately from the other genres. Inclusion was decided based on the defining char-
acteristics of the argumentative genre, irrespective of the denomination used in the 
study. We understood argumentative writing as a text that presents a standpoint 
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grounded on evidence that aims at convincing the audience of the acceptability of a 
standpoint (Van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004; Vilar, 2021).

Study Design
Experimental or quasi-experimental studies that comprised at least a treatment 
group exposed to the intervention and a comparison group. As a result, we did not 
examine qualitative, correlational, single-case studies or studies where students 
acted as their own control. We included interventional studies independent of the 
type of treatment they implemented (e.g., strategy instruction, the process writing 
approach, word processing).

Grade
Studies had to include participants from primary education (Grade 1) to university 
students.

Type of Student
Studies had to be conducted with typically developing students attending regular 
schools or universities. Consequently, writing interventions implemented solely 
with students with learning disabilities were excluded.

Data
Studies needed to provide data to calculate an ES of the treatment on a measure of 
text quality at pretest and posttest. We consider text quality as the reader’s evalua-
tion of the overall merit of a text (Diederich, 1966), considering aspects of linguistic 
competence, in particular syntax, lexical, and orthography, and discursive compe-
tence, such as structure, coherence, and genre appropriateness (Grabowski et al., 
2014; Van Esch et al., 2006).

15.3.2  Search Procedure

We searched as broadly as possible to find studies that could meet our criteria. 
Figure 15.1 represents the method to include studies in our meta-analysis. We con-
ducted forward and backward searches in several databases including ERIC, 
ProQuest, Taylor & Francis, DOAJ, SciELO, Persée, and Google Scholar as well as 
other platforms such as ResearchGate and Academia.edu. We ran multiple searches 
with different combinations and translations of the following terms: writing, argu-
mentative text, argumentative writing, intervention, program, action research, and 
instruction. Moreover, we contacted experts in the area looking for studies suscep-
tible of being included, who provided six references that were finally included in 
this study.1

Scanning of articles was systematically performed by language. Studies were 
selected in three subsequent phases: (1) title screening, (2) abstract screening, and 

1 Pietro Boscolo and Steve Graham were the reference authors contacted.
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Fig. 15.1 Diagram of study identification, selection, and evaluation for inclusion

(3) full-text screening. The candidate studies were reviewed for relevance. If the 
title or the abstract did not provide enough information to determine inclusion or 
exclusion, the reference was included in the next phase. Final screening involved 
retrieving the full texts and evaluating the method and results sections in each of the 
candidate studies to determine whether they met the inclusion criteria. If the study 
met the criteria, we added it to our corpus of study.

Peer-reviewed, non-reviewed, and unpublished studies were susceptible to being 
included in the meta-analysis. It is unadvised to use publication status as a proxy for 
research quality as studies with positive significant results are more likely to be 
published and not all quality research is likely to be submitted for publication in a 
journal (Borenstein et al., 2009). Consequently, only including peer-reviewed stud-
ies has the risk of introducing publication bias into a meta-analysis, resulting in 
misinformed researchers, professionals, and policymakers (Mlinarić et al., 2017).

Of 150 studies collected, only 21 met the inclusion criteria. The most common 
reasons for exclusion were related to study design (k = 70), not implementing an 
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intervention (k  =  26), and teaching a genre that was not argumentative writing 
(k = 19). Other reasons were not providing a measure of text quality (k = 5), not 
providing data to calculate an ES (k = 4),2 reporting data presented in another study 
already included in the meta-analysis (k = 3), only providing results of oral produc-
tions (k  =  1), and implementing a different intervention than the one presented 
(k = 1).

15.3.3  Coding of Study Features

To characterize the studies included in our meta-analysis, we coded each one for 
grade, schooling level, number of participants, language, type of publication, treat-
ment, control treatment, and treatment duration (Table 15.1). We also coded each 
study for nine quality indicators (Gersten et  al., 2005), described in Table  15.1, 
because the reliability of the results obtained in a meta-analysis depends on the 
quality of the primary studies from which the data is retrieved (Ahn et al., 2012). 
Despite the lack of consensus on how to evaluate the quality of primary studies 
(Ahn & Becker, 2016), we used these indicators following most previous meta- 
analyses on writing interventions, which provided a solid base for comparison 
(Graham & Perin, 2007).

The last quality indicator, text quality scored reliably, was part of the inclusion 
criteria in Graham and Perin (2007). We decided to include it as a quality indicator 
rather than as an inclusion criterion for several reasons: First, around a third of the 
studies in our meta-analysis did not report any evidence of reliably scoring text 
quality measures, and excluding these studies would have hindered the statistical 
power of our analyses. Second, studies providing evidence of scoring text quality 
reliably can be considered more trustworthy, and including this as a quality indica-
tor allowed considering it when evaluating the results obtained. For each quality 
indicator, we assigned a score of 1 if the publication provided evidence that it was 
met. The only exception to this was the indicator assignment of participants. In this 
case, a score of 1 was assigned if participants were randomly assigned to each con-
dition, and a score of 0.5 if participants were not randomly assigned, but the study 
provided evidence that participants in the different conditions were comparable. 
Scores were summed for each study to assess their overall quality and to test if study 
quality was moderating the ESs obtained. All studies were initially coded by the 
first author and subsequently coded by a trained researcher in the field to assess 
inter-coder reliability, which ranged from 0.85 to 1 for all coded variables.

2 We contacted the authors to obtain the data needed to calculate ES if it was not available on the 
paper but met all other criteria. Studies were excluded if the data was no longer available or due to 
lack of response from the authors.
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Table 15.1 Definitions for study characteristics and quality indicators

Study 
characteristics Definition

Grade Grade of the participants
School level Elementary school for Grades 1–6, high school for Grades 7–12, and 

university onward
Number of 
participants

Total number of students included in the study (treatment plus control)

Language Language used in the classroom during the intervention
Type of 
publication

Publications were categorized as peer-reviewed articles and non-reviewed 
publications, which included non-reviewed articles, thesis, book chapters, 
and conference papers

Treatment The treatment implemented on the experimental group
Control’s 
treatment

The treatment implemented on the control group

Treatment 
duration

Number of hours that the treatment was implemented

Study quality indicators

Assignment of 
participants

Studies were classified as randomly assigning participants to conditions, 
assigning matching participants to conditions, or assigning participants to 
conditions without matching

Mortality 
equivalence

Mortality equivalence was met if over 90% of the participants in both 
conditions completed the study

No ceiling or floor 
effects

There were no ceiling or floor effects when the mean at posttest in all text 
quality measures in both conditions was at least one standard deviation 
away from the highest and lowest possible score

Pretest 
equivalence

Pretest equivalence was met if the study provided evidence that students in 
both conditions were matched in text quality measures

Instructor training Instructor training was met when the study provided evidence that the 
person in charge of implementing the experimental treatment had received 
specific training

Control condition Control condition was met when the study provided detailed information of 
the treatment implemented on the control group

Treatment fidelity Treatment fidelity was met when the study provided evidence that the 
experimental treatment was administered as intended (over 80% fidelity)

Control of teacher 
effects

Teacher effects were controlled when instructors were randomly assigned to 
conditions or when they taught both conditions

Text quality 
scored reliably

Text quality was scored reliably when the study provided evidence that the 
measures of writing quality were scored reliably (interrater reliability over 
0.60)

15.3.4  Calculation of Effect Sizes and Statistical Analyses

We calculated ESs through the standardized mean difference, which allows creating 
an index that is comparable across studies even if they use different scales to mea-
sure the outcome variable (Borenstein et al., 2009). When conditions were matched 
at pretest on text quality measures, we subtracted the mean score at posttest of the 
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control group from the mean score of the experimental group and divided the result 
by the pooled standard deviation of the two groups. When they were not, we calcu-
lated the ESs from gained scores, that is, subtracting the pretest scores from the 
posttest scores for each group. We applied Hedge’s g correction to all ESs to avoid 
small sample size bias (Borenstein et al., 2009).

We calculated ESs only for text quality measures. When the study reported an 
overall text quality measure, we used it to calculate the ES. When there were sepa-
rate measures related to text quality but no overall text quality measure, we calcu-
lated an ES for each separate measure and then averaged them to obtain an 
overall ES.

Finally, we examined all ESs to determine whether any of them was exerting 
excessive influence on the average weighted ES. ESs over three interquartile ranges 
above or below the mean were identified as outliers following Tukey’s (1977) 
method. The ES of Ortega de Hocevar (2016a) was winsorized, that is, set to three 
interquartile ranges above the mean, to not exceed the maximum value established.

Independence of ESs
Four studies included two experimental groups but only one control group for com-
parison. We could not consider both ESs to be independent, as this would lead to 
incorrect estimates of the variance for the overall effect (Borenstein et al., 2009). 
Given that our goal was not to compare the effect of different treatments within the 
same study, we computed a combined ES for each one with a variance that took 
account of the correlation between the data provided by the two ESs of each study 
(Borenstein et al., 2009). These combined ESs were used for the analyses, but we 
present the individual ESs in Table 15.4.

Statistical Analyses
We used a random-effects model as we assumed that the true ES could vary between 
studies due to differences in their characteristics. The weight of each study was 
calculated by multiplying each ES by the inverse of its variance plus τ2, the param-
eter that represents the variability across the population of studies (Borenstein et al., 
2009; Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). We calculated an average weighted ES and the stan-
dard error of the mean (SE) for all studies together and for each treatment sepa-
rately. Confidence and prediction intervals are provided, as the first addresses the 
precision of the mean and the second the distribution of true ESs (Borenstein et al., 
2009). We calculated two measures of heterogeneity, Cochran’s Q and I2. While the 
Q statistic indicates whether the variability between ESs exceeds what would be 
expected due to sampling error alone, the I2 statistic describes the percentage of 
variation across studies that is due to heterogeneity rather than chance (Higgins & 
Thompson, 2002).

Subgroup Analyses
We only conducted subgroup analyses based on treatment to explore possible differ-
ences in the magnitude of ESs and to explain excess variability. We conducted these 
analyses even if heterogeneity was non-significant, as Q tests are often underpow-
ered and fail to capture real heterogeneity in the sample (Oxman & Guyatt, 1992; 
Thompson & Higgins, 2002).
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Publication Bias
We applied different methods to assess the existence of publication bias in our meta- 
analysis. We performed a visual analysis of the funnel plot and combined it with the 
trim and fill procedure (Duval & Tweedie, 2000) to estimate possible missing stud-
ies based on the funnel plot asymmetry.

Software
All statistical analyses were carried out using Meta-Essentials (Suurmond et  al., 
2017) except for the meta-regression, where we used Wilson’s SPSS macros (Lipsey 
& Wilson, 2001; Wilson, 2006).

15.4  Results

15.4.1  Treatments

We only found studies applying two different treatments to the experimental group 
(Table 15.2). In the treatment explicit teaching of text structure, only implemented 
by three studies, teaching focused on the prototypic structure of argumentative writ-
ing and arguments as well as on thematic progression. The second treatment, explicit 
teaching of strategies, was implemented by most studies (k = 18), and instruction 
focused on explicitly teaching strategies to plan, produce, revise, and/or edit the text 
(Graham, 2006) as well as on the knowledge and skills to properly develop these 
processes (Graham & Perin, 2007). Seven studies implemented the SRSD model, 
which is structured in six stages of instruction, moving from background knowledge 
to describing, modeling, memorizing, and finally independently using the strategies 
taught (Harris & Graham, 1996). Eleven studies explicitly taught strategies that 
focused on one or more of the writing processes without following the SRSD model.

As for the control group, in most cases, the treatment was implemented in the 
language classroom and followed the standard writing curriculum. Two studies 
were developed in other curricular environments:3 Campaner and De Longhi (2007), 
in Language and Environmental Science, and Ossa et al. (2016), in a course on criti-
cal thinking in the degree of Psychology. The control groups of these two studies 
were instructed following the corresponding subject curriculum, which included 
writing instruction. All these studies were coded as standard writing and/or subject 
content instruction, as most studies did not provide enough information to properly 
characterize them. Two studies included control groups with SRSD instruction, as 
they were evaluating the effect of variations of the SRSD model (Araújo et  al., 
2017; Prata et al., 2018). Finally, four studies did not provide any information of the 
treatment administered to the control group.

3 Luna et al. (2020) was implemented in a Degree of Education and Psychology. It was part of a set 
of activities focused on learning to write better argumentative texts.
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Table 15.2 Definitions for instructional treatments

Treatment Definition

Explicit teaching of 
text structure

Teaching focuses on the prototypic structure of the genre as well as on 
thematic progression and the elements of an argument

Explicit teaching of strategies
SRSD The SRSD model is structured in six stages of instruction, moving from 

background knowledge to describing, modeling, memorizing, and finally 
independently using the strategies being taught (Harris & Graham, 
1996)

Non-SRSD Explicit teaching of strategies to plan, produce, revise, and/or edit the 
text (Graham, 2006)

Standard writing and/
or subject content 
instruction

Instruction time primarily devoted to grammar instruction and 
independent writing with little to no support

Table 15.3 presents all studies included in the meta-analysis and reports the fol-
lowing information about them: publication type, control’s treatment, grade, num-
ber of participants, language of instruction, quality indicator score (QIS), treatment 
duration, unbiased ES, and a description of the treatment implemented. Four studies 
are reported twice as they provided two different ESs.4 In total, there were 25 ESs 
from 21 different studies. As far as we know, only one of the studies presented 
(Fidalgo et  al., 2015) has been included in any previous meta-analyses (Koster 
et al., 2015).

15.4.2  Quality Scores

Table 15.4 presents the average total QIS for studies in each treatment and overall. 
Each study’s total score was obtained by summing the score of each individual indi-
cator. We also calculated the percentage of studies meeting each individual indicator 
in each treatment and overall. The average quality score was 5.36 (SD = 2.58), rang-
ing from an average of 4.55 (SD = 2.52) in the studies implementing non-SRSD 
strategy instruction to 6.93 (SD  =  1.79) in those following the SRSD model of 
strategy instruction.

Most studies showed no ceiling or floor effects at posttest (N = 17) and presented 
evidence that the treatment and the control conditions were equivalent at pretest in 
terms of the quality of their texts (N = 15). Two thirds of the studies (N = 14) con-
ducted procedures to train the instructor to implement the treatment appropriately, 
described the treatment implemented in the control condition, and presented evi-
dence that the different text quality measures were scored reliably. Over half of the 
studies (N = 12) randomly assigned instructors to conditions, or instructors taught 

4 In those studies with two ESs, the number of participants only includes the participants in the 
control group and in the experimental group of that treatment.
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both conditions to control possible teacher effects. Four studies randomly assigned 
participants to conditions, and 13 did not but provided evidence that participants in 
all conditions were comparable. Less than half of the studies (N = 10) provided 
evidence that the experimental treatment was implemented as intended. Finally, less 
than a third (N = 6) of the studies had groups with equivalent mortality, as in most 
cases either it was not reported or more than a 10% of students did not complete the 
whole treatment. A detailed relation of the percentage of studies in which quality 
indicators were met can be found in Table 15.4.

15.4.3  Effect Sizes

We calculated a total of 25 ESs from 21 studies involving 2868 participants from 
Grade 2 to university (see Table 15.3). Studies were conducted in five languages: 
Spanish (k = 11), Portuguese (k = 6), Italian (k = 2), French (k = 1), and Catalan 
(k = 1). Four studies included two different treatment groups that were compared 
with the same control group. The ESs for each treatment are presented separately in 
Table  15.4 but were combined for the analyses to assure that all ESs were 
independent.

All ESs were positive and resulted in an average weighted ES of 0.94 (SE, .12; 
95% CI: 0.70 and 1.19; τ2 = .18), significantly greater than no effect (see Table 15.5). 
The test for heterogeneity revealed that there was more variability than would be 
expected due to sampling error alone (Q, 126.92; p, .000), and the I2 statistic indi-
cated that 84.24% of the variability was likely to be produced by between-study 
factors. We then proceeded to explore each treatment individually with subgroup 
analyses with two goals: to determine if ESs were significantly different based on 
the treatment implemented and if treatment accounted for excess variability 
between ESs.

15.4.4  Text Structure

We calculated 3 ESs from 3 studies involving 177 participants that explicitly taught 
text structure. This treatment was implemented twice in Spanish with university 
students and once in French in Grade 6. The average weighted ES was 0.82 
(SE = .15; 95% CI: 0.19 and 1.45), significantly greater than no effect. The Q test 
was non-significant (Q, 2.04; p, .361), and an I2 statistic of 1.93% indicated that 
there was a small amount of variability between ESs.

Low number of ESs reduces the precision of the analyses, resulting in wide con-
fidence and prediction intervals (Borenstein et al., 2009; Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). 
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Table 15.3 Study characteristics, QIS, and ES

Study
Pub. 
type

Treat. 
contr. Grade N Lang. QIS

Treat. 
dur. ES Treatment

Explicit teaching of text structure and text features
Dolz and 
Pasquier 
(1994)

PA NI 6 80 F 1 10 1.08 Explicit teaching of 
argumentative texts’ 
structure and main 
features

Luna et al. 
(2020)

PA SI U 68 S 8 3.5 0.68 Virtual training. 
Explicit instruction to 
write integrative and 
well-structured 
arguments

Suárez (2006) NA SI U 29 S 5 8 0.60 Focus on explicit 
knowledge of genre 
characteristics and 
study of models

Explicit teaching of strategies: non-SRSD
Bolívar and 
Montenegro 
(2012)

NA NI 10 52 S 1.5 6 0.56 Strategy-focused 
training in planning and 
revising with self and 
co-evaluation

Campaner and 
de Longhi 
(2007)

PA SI 12 60 S 4 18 0.96 Strategy instruction 
through role-playing

Crasnich and 
Lumbelli 
(2004)

PA SI 11, 12 60 I 2 10 1.26 Focus on strategies to 
plan the text 
considering the 
addressee’s viewpoint

Fidalgo et al. 
(2015)

PA SI 6 62 S 7.5 2 1.07 Observation and group 
reflection of a model, 
direct declarative 
instruction, peer 
feedback, and solo 
practice

Gárate et al. 
(2014)

PA SI 10 42 S 4.5 15 1.09 Strategies to plan and 
structure a text plus 
explicit knowledge of 
the genre

Del Longo 
(2013)

T SI 11, 12 124 I 5.5 10 0.83 Strategies for 
notetaking, drafting, 
mapping, and 
summarizing

López et al. 
(2017): direct 
instruction

PA SI 5, 6 88 S 7.5 2 1.07 Direct instruction of 
strategies to plan and 
draft; use of 
mnemonics and graphic 
organizers

(continued)
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Table 15.3 (continued)

Study
Pub. 
type

Treat. 
contr. Grade N Lang. QIS

Treat. 
dur. ES Treatment

López et al. 
(2017): 
modeling

PA SI 5, 6 87 S 7.5 2 1.05 Modeling of strategies 
to plan and draft a text 
through a semi-scripted 
think-aloud

Ortega de 
Hocevar 
(2016a)

PA NI 6 94 S 2.5 35 2.89 Teaching and modeling 
of strategies to plan, 
write, and revise a text

Ortega de 
Hocevar 
(2016b)

CP NI 3 107 S 1.5 35 0.86 Teaching and modeling 
of strategies to plan, 
write, and revise a text

Ossa et al. 
(2016)

NA SI U 39 S 5 2 0.69 Teaching of 
metacognitive 
strategies and the usage 
of decision diagrams

Torrance et al. 
(2015): process 
and product

PA SI 6 69 S 8.5 10 2.37 Strategy-focused 
training in setting 
product goals and in 
writing procedures to 
plan and revise

Torrance et al. 
(2015): product 
only

PA SI 6 45 S 8.5 10 2.22 Strategy-focused 
training in setting 
product goals

Explicit teaching of strategies: SRSD
Araújo et al. 
(2017)

PA SRSD 4 178 P 4 18 0.38 SRSD. Instruction on 
multimodal writing

Festas et al. 
(2014)

PA SI 8 380 P 7.5 12 0.72 SRSD and teachers’ 
practice-based 
professional 
development

Limpo and 
Alves (2013): 
planning

PA SI 5, 6 87 P 8.5 18 1.05 SRSD. Focus on a 
strategy to plan opinion 
essays

Limpo and 
Alves (2013): 
sentence- 
combining

PA SI 5, 6 78 P 8.5 18 0.72 SRSD. Focus on 
sentence-combining

Limpo and 
Alves (2014)

PA SI 5, 6 192 P 8.5 5 0.60 SRSD. Focus on 
planning

Malpique 
(2014): dual 
coding

T SI 9 45 P 8.5 18 1.53 SRSD with verbal and 
visual mnemonics

Malpique 
(2014): verbal 
coding

T SI 9 45 P 8.5 18 0.57 SRSD with verbal 
mnemonics

Prata et al. 
(2018)

PA SRSD 9 230 P 6 11 0.23 SRSD in a cooperative 
setting

(continued)
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Table 15.3 (continued)

Study
Pub. 
type

Treat. 
contr. Grade N Lang. QIS

Treat. 
dur. ES Treatment

Salas et al. 
(2021)

PA SI 2, 4 645 C 5.5 11 0.77 SRSD

Note: Pub. type publication type, Lang. language, Treat. contr. treatment for control group, QIS 
quality indicator score, ES effect size, Treat. dur. treatment duration. For type of control condition, 
NI no information, SI standard writing and/or subject content instruction, SRSD self-regulated 
strategy development. For publication type, PA peer-reviewed article, T thesis, NA non-reviewed 
article, CP conference paper. For grade, U university. For language, F French, S Spanish, P 
Portuguese, C Catalan, I Italian

Table 15.5 Average weighted ESs and confidence intervals for writing treatments

Treatment N ES SE Confidence interval
Heterogeneity

Prediction intervalQ I2

All 21 0.94* .12 [0.70, 1.19] 126.92* 84.24 [0.02, 1.87]
Text structure 3 0.82* .15 [0.19, 1.45] 2.04 1.93 [0.17, 1.47]
Strategy instruction 18 0.97* .14 [0.68, 1.25] 124.88* 86.39 [−0.03, 1.96]
SRSD 7 0.63* .1 [0.39, 0.88] 19.23* 68.79 [0.08, 1.18]
Non-SRSD 11 1.20* .19 [0.78, 1.63] 66.32* 84.92 [−0.16, 2.57]

*p < .05

Table 15.4 Total quality score and percentage of studies in which quality indicator was met per 
treatment type

Treatment N
M 
(SD) Assign. Mort.

C 
or 
F

Pretest 
eq.

Instr. 
train.

Contr. 
type

Treat. 
fidelity

Teach. 
effects

TQ 
assess.

All studies 21 5.36 
(2.58)

50 29 81 71 67 67 48 57 67

Text 
structure

3 4.67 
(2.52)

33 33 100 33 67 33 33 67 67

Strategy 
instruction

18 5.47 
(2.51)

53 28 78 78 67 72 50 56 67

SRSD 7 6.93 
(1.79)

50 43 86 71 100 100 86 71 86

Non-SRSD 11 4.55 
(2.52)

55 18 73 82 45 55 27 45 55

Note: N number, M (SD) mean (standard deviation), Assign. assignment, Mort. mortality, C or F 
ceiling or floor, Pretest eq. pretest equivalence, Instr. train. instructor training, Contr. type control 
type, Treat. fidelity treatment fidelity, Teach. effects teacher effects, TQ assess. text quality 
assessment

However, we decided to still conduct these analyses as this was the only treatment 
besides strategy instruction and it included the only study in French, as can be 
observed in Table 15.5. Nonetheless, it is necessary to interpret these results with 
caution given the mentioned methodological limitations.
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15.4.5  Strategy Instruction

We calculated 22 ESs from 18 studies involving 2691 participants that explicitly 
taught writing strategies. This treatment was implemented from Grade 2 to univer-
sity (nine in elementary school, eight in high school, and one in university). Nine of 
the studies were developed in Spanish, six in Portuguese, and two in Italian, and one 
was developed in Catalan. All ESs were positive, ranging from 0.23 (Prata et al., 
2018) to 2.89 (Ortega de Hocevar, 2016a), resulting in an average weighted ES of 
0.97 (SE = .14; 95% CI: 0.68 and 1.25), significantly greater than no effect. However, 
the amount of variability in ESs exceeded what would be expected due to sampling 
error alone (Q, 124.88; p, .000), and the I2 statistic indicated that 86.39% of the vari-
ability was likely to be produced by between-study factors. We conducted a Q test 
to determine if there were differences between the ESs obtained by the studies 
applying the two treatments, text structure and strategy instruction, and it revealed 
no significant differences (Qbetween, 0.53; p, .465).

We subsequently divided the strategy instruction studies between those that fol-
lowed the SRSD model and those that did not, as in previous meta-analyses SRSD 
instruction yielded higher ESs than any other mode of strategy instruction. Moreover, 
this division could also help to explain excess variability as it did in Graham and 
Perin (2007). The average weighted ES for SRSD instruction was 0.63 (p, .000; SE, 
.1; 95% CI: 0.39 and 0.88), with a significant test of heterogeneity (Q, 19.23; p, 
.004) and an I2 statistic of 68.79%. As for non-SRSD strategy instruction, the aver-
age weighted ES was 1.2 (p, .000; SE, .19; 95% CI: 0.78 and 1.63). The test of 
heterogeneity was also significant (Q, 66.32; p, .000), and the I2 statistic indicated 
that 84.92% of the variability was produced by between-study factors. However, 
this subgroup analysis did help to explain excess variability (Qbetween, 6.99; p, .008) 
and showed that ESs were significantly smaller in the studies following the SRSD 
model. However, it did not result in homogenous subgroups as both tests of hetero-
geneity were significant and had high I2 statistic values.

15.4.6  Publication Bias

We conducted several tests to assess if our meta-analysis could be affected by pub-
lication bias and to what extent. The visual analysis of the funnel plot asymmetry 
showed that there were more studies toward the right side, where significant positive 
results were found (see Fig. 15.2). The trim and fill procedure (Duval & Tweedie, 
2000) imputed one value to achieve symmetry in the funnel plot. We calculated the 
average weighted ES including the imputed value, obtaining an average effect of 
0.87 (95% CI: 0.58 and 1.15). When we compared these values with the ones 
obtained originally (g = 0.94, 95% CI: 0.70 and 1.19), we observed small differ-
ences: the magnitude of the effect decreased by .07, and the confidence interval 
increased slightly.

H. Vilar and M. Pascual



341

Fig. 15.2 Funnel plot of ESs and SEs with the trim and fill procedure

Based on these results, publication bias could be discarded as a threat to the 
overall results obtained in our meta-analysis. However, it is worth highlighting that 
none of the ESs reported in this chapter are either negative or positive but non- 
significant, which seems to indicate that studies that report non-significant or nega-
tive results are not only unlikely to be published in scientific journals but also likely 
to be considered unworthy of publication overall.

15.5  Discussion

This meta-analysis aimed to determine the effectiveness of argumentative writing 
interventions in Romance languages on text quality. The meta-analysis included 21 
studies with 25 ESs in total, resulting in an average weighted ES of 0.94 standard 
deviations. Therefore, we can argue, thus, that implementing an intervention on 
argumentative writing results in positive gains in the quality of the texts’ students 
produced. However, there was significant heterogeneity between ESs, meaning that 
most of the variability was likely to be produced by between-study factors. Following 
Cohen’s (1988) rule of thumb, 0.94 would be considered a large ES. However, it is 
necessary to take into account the context in which this particular estimate was 
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obtained, and we should rather interpret the magnitude of the effect in relation to 
results obtained in previous research to get a better understanding of its meaning 
(Hill et al., 2008).

We found two different treatments in our sample to improve argumentative writ-
ing: text structure and strategy instruction. Treatments addressing text structure 
focus on providing the prototypic structure of the genre while also describing the 
core elements of an argument. Treatments addressing strategy instruction provide 
students with guidelines, cues, and procedures to assess and develop their writing 
(e.g., self-regulated strategies to encourage revision processes).

Our results for text structure instruction were larger than previous studies from 
kindergarten to Grade 8 (Graham et al., 2012, 2015a) but similar to those previous 
studies that observed Grades 4–6 of Koster et al. (2015). While children at the age 
of 9 have already mastered the structure of a written narrative (Ravid, 2005), mas-
tering the text structure of argumentative texts is a lot more demanding (Berman, 
2008). Moreover, text structure instruction in the studies we reviewed focused not 
only on the structure of the text but also on the structure of the arguments given 
within it (Dolz & Pasquier, 1994; Luna et al., 2020; Suárez, 2006), thus helping 
students organize their texts and the arguments presented to support their stand-
point. Therefore, it seems reasonable to assume that text structure instruction yields 
larger ESs in argumentative writing than in other text genres due to the idiosyncra-
sies of the genre. Our results, however, must be interpreted with caution, as only 
three studies in our meta-analysis applied this treatment and the average quality 
indicator score was medium (Dolz & Pasquier, 1994; Luna et al., 2020; Suárez, 2006).

The other mentioned treatment, strategy instruction, has been widely reported in 
previous meta-analyses, and our results align with those obtained previously in 
Anglophone contexts, suggesting that strategy instruction is an effective treatment 
also in Romance language contexts (Graham, 2006; Graham et al., 2012, 2015a; 
Graham & Perin, 2007; Koster et al., 2015).

In our sample, seven studies applied the SRSD model with a high average quality 
score, and therefore, it arose as an effective treatment across Romance language 
contexts. Nonetheless, our average effect size was smaller than in previous meta- 
analyses that differentiated between SRSD instruction and other types of strategy 
instruction (Graham et al., 2012, 2015a; Graham & Perin, 2007). We argue that this 
difference could be explained by the fact that two of the studies included in our 
sample also applied SRSD instruction in the control condition, which significantly 
affected the magnitude of the ES as we saw in the meta-regression.

The other remaining 11 studies implemented other types of strategy instruction 
differing from the SRSD model. Less confidence can be placed in these results as 
their average quality score was lower: most of them did not present evidence of 
implementing the treatment as intended, less than half trained the instructor in 
charge of implementing the treatment and controlled for teacher effects, and only 
over half of them reliably scored text quality. In comparison to previous Anglophone 
meta-analyses, we obtained larger estimated sizes (Graham et  al., 2012, 2015a; 
Graham & Perin, 2007) indicating that strategy instruction was more effective in 
this context when teaching argumentative writing in a Romance language. However, 
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further research will have to be conducted in order to elucidate what is producing 
the differences in the magnitude of the effect between these strategy instruction 
studies and the SRSD studies included in our meta-analysis and previous ones. 
Nonetheless, this tendency seems to point out that not only the difference in strategy 
instructions treatment can have rather different outcomes but the implementation 
procedure and organization need to be carefully attended.

As for treatments’ comparison, text structure and strategy instruction were simi-
larly effective in improving text quality. Only Koster et al. (2015) conducted analy-
ses to assess these differences, which in their case also resulted in non-significant 
differences. We found significant differences between SRSD and non-SRSD 
instruction in favor of the second, which deviates from previous results. Graham 
et al. (2012, 2015a) and Graham and Perin (2007) all found that SRSD instruction 
yielded significantly higher ESs than other types of strategy instruction.

Some of the differences mentioned above could be explained by several factors: 
First, we only included studies on argumentative writing, while previous meta- 
analyses did not have genre as part of their inclusion criteria and included studies 
implementing interventions in different genres. We already mentioned that genre 
could be affecting the magnitude of the effect in text structure instruction. As for 
strategy instruction, Graham and Perin (2007) found no differences between narra-
tive and expository writing, while Koster et al. (2015) found that ESs were smaller 
in expository writing than in narrative, informative, and persuasive writing. Further 
research should be conducted to elucidate whether the magnitude of the effect is 
moderated by genre or not and if that depends on the treatment implemented.

Second, most studies in previous meta-analyses were conducted in English- 
speaking countries, while studies in our meta-analysis were conducted in Romance 
language-speaking countries. It is also possible that linguistic and/or cultural differ-
ences could also be affecting the magnitude of the ESs obtained. More research is 
needed in order to elucidate whether this is the case or there are other variables 
explaining these differences.

Finally, differences in terms of the methodologies and computational models 
used should be considered: Graham (2006) presented unweighted mean effects, 
Graham and Perin (2007) used a weighted fixed-effects model, and Graham et al. 
(2012, 2015a) and Koster et al. (2015) all used a weighted random-effects model. 
However, Koster et al. (2015) analyzed differences between treatments through a 
contrast analysis. In contrast, we applied a weighted random-effects model and ana-
lyzed differences between treatments through Q tests (Sedgwick, 2013).

To sum up, this meta-analysis shows how there is a vast array of evidence-based 
practices and methodologies available that have been proven empirically to be 
effective to promote and develop argumentative writing and to provide children 
tailored assistance in their academic development. It has also to be noted that not 
only traditional interventions on low-level skills will enact on the development of 
writing skills but also the interventions on the higher-level skills of planning and 
revising, textual structure, and instruction strategies, as those included in this meta- 
analysis shall be considered at all educative levels (Graham & Harris, 2005a, b; 
Limpo & Alves, 2018), as autoregulation interventions are clear predictors of text 
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quality across schooling (Graham & Harris, 2018; Oddsdóttir et al., 2021). Process- 
focused writing interventions are particularly effective when they are paired with 
self-regulation strategies (self-regulation strategy development, SRSD; Graham & 
Harris, 2005a). SRSD interventions are an effective method that has been shown to 
contribute to the writing development both of typically developing students (Limpo 
& Alves, 2018) and of children with language learning disabilities (Baker et  al., 
2009; Graham & Harris, 2005b; Lienemann et  al., 2006; Mason et  al., 2011). 
Remarkably, this meta-analysis draws evidence of its effectiveness beyond English 
and draws attention to its impact on Romance languages.

15.6  Educational Implications

Major recommendations to improve the quality of students’ argumentative writing 
can be drawn from the results of this meta-analysis, adding to a long line of evidence- 
based recommendations for teachers and practitioners (Coker, 2013; Gerde et al., 
2012; Graham & Harris, 2014). First, teachers should strongly consider implement-
ing strategies to plan, revise, and/or edit their texts. Our results, and evidence-based 
practices across languages, show that strategy instruction successfully enhances 
students’ writing across ages and languages. Strategy instruction can target specific 
aspects of text production that may be especially troublesome for the students being 
taught. For example, a student that does not plan can be taught how to brainstorm 
and organize his/her ideas before writing.

Strategies to improve writing performance have been proved efficient from a 
writing quality standpoint, but on top of this, preventive actions such as the ones 
seen in this chapter can also have an incidence in self-perceptions of text quality 
(Morphy & Graham, 2012), which, if not addressed, can derive in impoverished 
self-efficacy beliefs, associated with poor writing skills (Bruning & Kauffman, 
2016). Therefore, this kind of instruction does not only scaffold learning but provide 
self-sufficiency and autonomy and can even impact on a self-assurance level.

Second, teachers should strongly consider teaching students the prototypic struc-
ture of argumentative writing, its core elements, and how to organize them in a text 
from early ages. Start by providing students with a clear structure to follow, model 
how to use it, and gradually move toward independently using it. Also, explain the 
different elements of an argument, distinguishing between those that are indispens-
able (claim and grounds) and those that further ground and limit the argument. 
Scaffolding and modeling the interventions, step by step, provides students an 
insight on how the mind of a proficient writer operates.

Third, incorporate structured and fine-grained assessments different from holis-
tic assessments, and involve students in this process. Not only the pedagogical tools 
and formats have changed, but also the grading and revision process have also 
shifted. Student peer review has been promoted and found to be an effective and 
reliable pedagogical strategy (Li et al., 2020). It allows students to enhance self- 
perception and self-assessment and engage in processes of critical thinking (Gaynor, 
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2020). In addition to perceptions and beliefs, quantitative assessment of the impact 
of peer review has been found to positively affect final test scores (Serrano-Aguilera 
et al., 2021). Li et al.’s (2020) meta-analysis of peer review efficacy shows several 
aspects to be considered by practitioners and professors: (1) peer assessment is 
more efficient if students are trained specifically and not only provided with rubrics, 
and (2) peer review is more efficient when students are both assessors and assessees.

Fourth, do not underestimate students’ abilities to develop texts in different 
genres at all ages. SRSD teaching strategies can be effective in improving argumen-
tative writing of novice writers as early as Grade 2 or 3 (Salas et al., 2021; Ortega 
de Hocevar, 2016b). Each grade will require developmental-matched adaptations 
and specifically planned interventions to meet with the basic competencies expected 
from the students, but SRSD interventions are not constricted by age, and they are 
efficient transversally in genre and age (Graham et  al., 2012; Oddsdóttir et  al., 
2021). Argumentative writing can be practiced by writing to the school board asking 
for free fruit in recess or role-playing where groups have to defend their arguments 
to exonerate or convict a fictitious person. There are infinite real-life examples for 
children to be able to play with argumentative texts or any other genre 
(Nemirovsky, 1999).

Overall, our results support that explicitly teaching strategies and/or knowledge 
successfully improves the quality of students’ argumentative writing. Even though 
the focus of these two treatments is different, both involve sustained, explicit, and 
systematic instruction aimed at facilitating students’ mastery and independent usage 
of the strategies or knowledge taught.

15.7  Limitations

This meta-analysis had several limitations that should be considered when interpret-
ing its results. First and foremost, we only found 21 studies that met the inclusion 
criteria. Such a small number of ESs restricted our options to analyze the data and 
limited the statistical power of our analyses (Borenstein et al., 2009). In this line, we 
only included experimental and quasi-experimental studies that provided data to 
calculate an ES. Qualitative, single-subject design and correlational studies were 
left out of this study as well as studies in which students acted as their own control. 
Future investigations should try to assess and find an evaluation protocol to be able 
to report the contribution of these studies. Including case studies and qualitative 
assessments can help develop a more complete background planification for 
interventions.

It is important to remark that we focused on argumentative writing in Romance 
languages and our results should be interpreted within those boundaries. Both genre 
and language could be moderating the magnitude of the effect, although further 
research should be conducted in order to determine the extent of their impact. 
Likewise, we limited our analyses to studies that assessed the quality of the texts’ 
students produced, and we should not draw any conclusions about other aspects of 
text production. Even though all studies measured text quality, they did not use the 
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same measures or procedure to evaluate it. Some studies used a holistic measure, 
while others used analytical measures or combined both. We addressed this issue by 
calculating ESs with holistic measures when they were available or by combining 
the different analytic measures when no holistic measure was presented. Our results 
should be interpreted taking this variability into account.

One important limitation was regarding the age groups included in our meta- 
analysis. We included studies with participants from Grade 1 to higher education. 
However, we did not find any study in Grades 1 or 7 and only one per grade in 
Grades 3, 8, and 10. Therefore, the amount of evidence covering each grade level is, 
in some cases, scarce, and practical implications of our results for specific grades 
should be inferred with caution. Similarly, even though we included studies con-
ducted in five Romance languages, most of them were in Spanish or Portuguese. We 
only found one study in French, one in Catalan, two in Italian, and none in Romanian. 
Further research is needed to fill these gaps.

Finally, an issue with this and most meta-analyses is related to dissimilar control 
comparisons. Standardized mean differences are calculated through subtracting the 
mean scores at posttest of the control group to the mean score of the treatment group 
and dividing the result by the pooled standard deviation. Therefore, two studies could 
be assessing the same treatment and obtain very different ESs depending on the treat-
ment implemented to the control group. Based on this concern, we decided to include 
control treatment in our meta-regression, which was the only significant variable 
moderating the magnitude of the effect. From the primary researchers’ point of view, 
it is important to describe in detail not only the treatment implemented to the experi-
mental group but also the one implemented to the control group. From the meta-
analysts’ point of view, it is essential to also consider the treatment being implemented 
to the control group as it can have a significant impact on the ESs obtained.

15.8  Final Remarks

In conclusion, identifying and understanding effective evidence-based teaching 
practices through high-quality intervention research helps teachers and policymak-
ers provide students with the tools they need to become skilled writers and meet the 
demands requested at school and work and in their personal lives. In this direction 
and despite its limitations, this meta-analysis provides crucial information to the 
field of writing research on argumentative writing. Moreover, it has helped to 
broaden our understanding of the effect of argumentative writing interventions 
implemented in Romance languages on text quality. As our results show, argumen-
tative writing can be a challenging task, but interventions focused on the genre can 
help students to produce texts of higher quality. However, more research is needed 
in order to deepen our understanding of the effectiveness of argumentative writing 
interventions and how different variables can affect the magnitude of the outcome 
obtained.
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Chapter 16
The Chilean National Writing Plan: 
Rationale, Actions, and Preliminary 
Results

Soledad Concha  and María Jesús Espinosa 

16.1  Introduction

16.1.1  Why Begin a Writing Education Policy with a Pedagogy 
for Motivation?

For the past decade, Chilean writing education policy has mainly focused on cur-
riculum and assessment, while pedagogical efforts have been scarce. Simultaneously, 
the available evidence consistently suggests problems with writing performance 
among students in the school and university levels, which persist despite the imple-
mented policy (Benítez & Sotelo, 2013; Concha et al., 2015; Errázuriz et al., 2015; 
Errázuriz, 2019; Figueroa et al., 2019; Gelber et al., 2021; Sotomayor et al., 2013, 
2016). Pedagogical policy in the country has been limited to two actions. First, writ-
ing education contents and exercises are contained in the Spanish language educa-
tion textbooks distributed by the Ministry of Education; however, writing is only 
one of the aspects included, together with reading comprehension, oral communica-
tion, language conventions, and literature. Second, a few examples of writing per-
formance and general suggestions for writing education are provided by Agencia de 
Calidad de la Educación, the institution in charge of the national assessment of 
education.

Regarding curricular policy, the current national language education curriculum, 
updated in 2012, is consistent with international best practices in writing education, 
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with a clear focus on the process approach, motivation, and metalinguistic aware-
ness (Espinosa & Concha, 2015). From first to tenth grade, the writing section of the 
curriculum is organized in three areas: guided writing, free writing, and knowledge 
of language. Guided writing learning objectives promote the development of abili-
ties and knowledge related to the process of writing and to different written genres; 
free writing objectives promote motivation and enjoyment for writing; and knowl-
edge of language objectives focuses on the spelling and grammar necessary for 
written communication (Ministerio de Educación [MINEDUC], 2012, 2015). Since 
the 1990’s reform, the national language curriculum in Chile has subscribed to the 
communicative approach, common to most Hispanic countries, which aims at pre-
paring students for proficient communication in diverse contexts in society. This 
approach represents a major shift from the traditional focus on language structure 
and knowledge transmission that oriented the language curriculum previously 
(Flores-Ferrés et al., 2020).

With regard to assessment policy, SIMCE, the Chilean system of national 
educational assessment, introduced a sample-based writing assessment for 
fourth grade students in 2008. The test included three different genres – short 
story, letter, and news; thus, students had to produce writing with the purposes 
of narrating, expressing a request, and informing about a recent event. Results 
classified 38% of students in the initial level of performance, which entailed 
poor domain of coherence, cohesion, textual organization, and writing conven-
tions, as well as trouble adapting to the communicative situation, for both infor-
mative and narrative texts (MINEDUC, 2008). In 2013, SIMCE moved forward 
to a census-based writing assessment for sixth graders. For this new test, stu-
dents had to write two texts (narrative, informative or argumentative) and 
answered 15 closed questions. Results revealed that performance was better 
when it required narrating while informational and argumentative texts were 
weaker in idea development, cohesion, adaptation to the communicative situa-
tion, and writing conventions. Similar results have been reported after the appli-
cation of this test in subsequent years (Briones & León, 2018), despite the 
enforcement of the updated language education curriculum in 2012. More 
importantly, results consistently reveal that performance level is related to 
socioeconomic status (Agencia de la Calidad de la Educación, 2015; Meckes & 
Carrasco, 2010  in Flores-Ferrés et  al., 2020), which suggests that policy has 
been unable to improve equality in the school system.

A growing body of research in the context of the Chilean educational system 
confirms problems with writing performance among students. Research has high-
lighted difficulties at the school level (Benítez, 2009; Benítez & Sotelo, 2013; 
Concha et al., 2010; Figueroa et al., 2019; Gelber et al., 2021; Sotomayor et al., 
2013, 2016) as well as the university level (Arechabala et al., 2011; Concha et al., 
2015; Errázuriz, 2019; Errázuriz et al., 2015; Sabaj, 2009; Tapia et al., 2003). Taken 
together, research evidences suggest Chilean students produce writing that hinders 
comprehension because of a combination of problems (Gelber et  al., 2021; 
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Sotomayor et al., 2016; Sabaj, 2009), especially with connectives (Concha et al., 
2010), spelling (Sotomayor et al., 2013), sentence construction (Arechabala et al., 
2011), elaboration of ideas (Figueroa et al., 2019), processing of written sources 
(Errázuriz, 2019; Errázuriz et  al., 2015; Tapia et  al., 2003), and organization 
(Benítez, 2009; Benítez & Sotelo, 2013; Concha et al., 2015).

16.1.2  How Can Writing Performance Results Be Explained?

Considering the national curricular and assessment efforts that have been in place 
for the past decade, one should look for curricular implementation in order to 
understand why the policy has not been able to improve performance so far. In 
connection with this, there is one survey study available that explored writing 
education practices reported by 7th to 12th grade Chilean Spanish teachers from 
across the country (Flores-Ferrés et al., 2020). Notably, results revealed that prac-
tices associated with a communicative approach to writing were most infrequent, 
such as “...sending written texts to real addresses, writing in the context of authen-
tic projects, and providing feedback from the reader’s perspective” (p.  28). 
According to the authors, assuming a communicative approach to writing involves 
“providing learners with tasks situated within real and meaningful contexts” 
(p. 10); thus, one should wonder whether actual teaching practices tend to go in 
the opposite direction, with artificial or irrelevant writing tasks. Unfortunately, 
very few observational studies have explored what writing education practices in 
Chilean classrooms actually look like. Such knowledge would be most valuable 
for explaining the available performance results. Some evidence indicates that 
writing activities are not challenging enough (Galdames et  al., 2010) and that 
practices focus mainly on the teaching of structures as a rigid textual feature, to 
the detriment of the idea that texts are adaptable according to communicative 
purposes (Espinosa, 2018). Another study reported that writing education prac-
tices tend to focus on the mechanics of writing and leave personal writing out of 
the classroom (Gómez et al., 2016).

Though scarce, these studies suggest that writing education practices in Chilean 
classrooms tend to be inauthentic and unmotivating, which can be connected with 
evidence collected by the authors regarding students’ writing motivation. In effect, 
Concha et  al. (2022) identified and compared attitudes and self-efficacy beliefs 
toward writing in Chilean students from 3rd to 11th grades. Results indicate that 
both measures of writing motivation are higher in the lower grades and, compara-
tively, tend to decrease with age and grade level, especially in fifth and ninth grades. 
To the best of our knowledge, there is no empirical evidence available to establish a 
relation between performance and motivation for writing among Chilean students 
or between teaching practices and students’ motivation to write; however, interna-
tional evidence enables us to hypothesize such relations.

16 The Chilean National Writing Plan: Rationale, Actions, and Preliminary Results



356

16.1.3  What Is the Relation Between Writing Motivation 
and Writing Performance?

International studies have established that students who have a positive attitude 
and strong self-efficacy beliefs about themselves as writers devote more atten-
tion and effort to writing, thus positively affecting performance (Graham et al., 
2007, 2017). It seems clear that learning to write does not only involve abilities, 
strategies, and knowledge of writing but also the motivation to do so (Graham 
& Harris, 2019). In fact, good writers have better motivation than their weaker 
peers (Graham et al., 2017). Evidence is not conclusive regarding writing moti-
vation across grade levels (García Guzmán & Mata, 2006), but the majority of 
studies report a tendency to decrease with age (De Caso-Fuertes & García 
Sánchez, 2006; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007; Martínez-Cocó et al., 2009; Mata, 
2011; Pajares et  al., 2006), which mirrors Concha et  al. s’ findings in Chile 
(Concha et  al., 2022). An exception is the work of Cueto et  al. (2003) with 
Peruvian students who maintained and even improved writing motivation in the 
higher grade levels.

16.1.4  What Causes Writing Motivation to Decrease Across 
Grade Levels?

Different reasons can be found in research. First, the increasing complexity of 
school writing negatively affects writing motivation. Apparently, the more 
aware students are of the substantive processes of writing (organization of infor-
mation, articulation of a coherent meaning, attention to audience, etc.), the less 
motivated they are to write (De Caso-Fuertes & García Sánchez, 2006). Second, 
measures of writing motivation such as beliefs about performance can be influ-
enced by past experiences, among other factors of socialization (Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2000). Similarly, attitudes toward writing can be influenced by the value 
that writing has in students’ homes (Graham et al., 2007) and by the support 
they receive in school while learning to write. A third relevant factor behind 
demotivation for writing is the restrictive repertoire of genres that students can 
produce in the school context, which tend to be mainly academic in the higher 
grade levels (Boscolo & Hidi, 2006). Finally, evidence indicates that chaotic, 
unfriendly, or punitive environments can negatively affect motivation to write 
(Graham & Harris, 2019), by hindering students’ desire to experiment and take 
risks with writing.
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16.1.5  What Is the Role of Teachers in Students’ Writing 
Motivation and What Do We Know About Chilean 
Teachers’ Conceptions and Performance in Writing?

Lack of motivation to write among students is gradually developed in specific con-
texts and in reaction to personal and vicarious experiences of failure and difficulty, 
such as low grades, negative comments, the feeling of not being able to reach the 
expected standards, the comparison with peers, or anxiety in the face of academic 
work. Hence, the role of writing teachers is key in this development, not only what 
they say and what they do, or how they say it and do it, but also what they believe 
about writing and about writing education, that is, teachers’ beliefs, attitudes, and 
knowledge about writing and about themselves as writers.

In this regard, two international literature reviews report a tendency to normative 
and restrictive conceptions about writing among teachers, feelings of not being 
competent writers and teachers of writing, and reports of not enjoying writing and 
using it only for functional purposes and not for leisure (Cremin & Oliver, 2017; 
Morgan & Pytash, 2014). Noteworthy, in the Chilean context, a recent study by 
Errázuriz (2020) concludes that preservice teachers as well as teacher educators 
from two regions in the country hold a mixture of transmissional and transactional 
implicit theories about writing, which could be at the basis of writing practices at 
the school and university levels. Transmissional theories include that writing’s main 
purpose is to inform about knowledge already produced by experts, and thus the 
formal aspects should be the priority during the process of writing, instead of reflec-
tion, learning, and stating a point of view (Miras et al., 2013). Transactional theo-
ries, on the other hand, conceive writing as a process of personally and critically 
constructing the text, actively integrating the writers’ own thinking in the process 
(Miras et al., 2013).

Errázuriz (2019) offers evidence of problems with writing performance among 
preservice teachers from two regions in the south of Chile. First year teacher stu-
dents produced academic essays with insufficient domain of spelling, counter argu-
ments, and intertextuality, as well as unsatisfactory cohesion, vocabulary, 
argumentation, idea organization, and global structure. Furthermore, these results 
did not improve with time but remained stable until students’ fourth year in the 
program. In relation to this, a 2011 study that explored 20 teacher education pro-
grams in the country found that basic writing courses are frequently included in the 
different universities (Sotomayor et  al., 2011). Also, an existing law (20.903) 
demands from teacher education programs the inclusion of writing diagnostic tests 
and courses for first year students. The question arises about the quality of these 
remedial programs and their potential to positively impact preservice teachers’ writ-
ing performance. Additionally, and in light of these results, it is possible to infer that 
the low motivation to teach writing reported by some teachers in Espinosa’s (2018) 
work may be related, among other things, to teachers’ difficulties with writing per-
formance and/or to their negative experiences with writing in the university. 
Moreover, one wonders how these teachers can foster motivation for writing in their 
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classrooms, if they themselves have difficulties with writing and express demotiva-
tion to teach writing.

16.1.6  How Can Writing Motivation Be Fostered 
in the Classroom?

Writing motivation can be fostered with a proper pedagogy that has been thoroughly 
described in studies and best practices literature. In essence, this pedagogy is char-
acterized by frequent opportunities to write about topics that are interesting for 
students and for which they have prior knowledge; free choice of topics and formats 
is allowed, and teachers provide precise and positive feedback together with ensur-
ing a positive emotional environment (Graham & Harris, 2019). Central to the pro-
motion of writing motivation is the notion of a community of writers, which has 
been described as a welcoming environment in which students can exercise writing 
that is related to their beliefs, interests, knowledge, and habits, as well as their cul-
ture, their history, their society, and their families and the institutions they partici-
pate in (Graham & Harris, 2019). Because this community offers a positive 
emotional environment in which writing is frequent, students feel free to take risks 
and to share their writing, to reflect about writing, and to receive feedback that nur-
tures motivation and opportunities to learn (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2007). Most 
importantly, positive messages about one’s own writing have been found to promote 
a feeling of competence that motivates further learning to write (Bandura, 1993; 
Hidi et al., 2002).

The updated language education curriculum in Chile introduced the notion of 
free writing which holds clear similarities with international best practices of writ-
ing motivation in its declared purposes but does not provide details for implementa-
tion. As explained in the curricular documents, free writing entails an individual and 
a social dimension. On the one hand, it promotes individual experimentation with 
formats, structures, and styles that can embody students’ communicative purposes 
and promote the development of a personal style as well as writing motivation. On 
the other hand, free writing is supposed to become a tool for social participation 
within a community (MINEDUC, 2012).

The notion of free writing was initially not related to the promotion of motivation 
but as a technique to trigger idea generation and creativity (Hillocks, 1986), in line 
with the more individual nuance of the curricular proposal. However, consistent 
with a situated vision of writing (Barton & Hamilton, 2004), free writing can be 
combined with the principles of community of writing and so have a positive influ-
ence on motivation. Thus, a free writing teaching methodology should involve fre-
quent writing, as well as opportunities for discussion, collaborative writing, and 
voluntary sharing of texts, together with free choice and positive feedback (Englert 
et al., 2006; Graham & Perin, 2007).
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Because a writing motivation pedagogy takes place in a classroom, it is particu-
larly important to consider evidence that suggests that interest in writing not only 
depends on individual characteristics but also on environmental factors (Hidi et al., 
2002). In fact, individual interest in writing can develop if, within the community, 
writing is valuable and is important for social interaction (Hidi, 2006; Hidi & 
Boscolo, 2006; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007). A similar 
proposal can be found in the work of Morgan and Pytash (2014) and Cremin and 
Oliver (2017). In their international literature reviews, both studies include evidence 
in which beliefs and negative predispositions about writing among teachers had 
been transformed because they had the opportunity to participate in writing work-
shops. Such collective experiences with writing gave the teachers opportunities for 
writing for different purposes – social and personal – to become aware of the diffi-
culties implied in the process of learning to write but also to enjoy participating 
from a community of writers and to develop a positive identity and positive self- 
efficacy beliefs as writers.

16.2  The Hypotheses

The evidence reviewed in this section allows for the proposition of five working 
hypotheses that can, in turn, support policy actions as follows:

 (a) Given the evidence-based relation between writing performance and motivation 
for writing, and the evidence available of low motivation for writing and prob-
lems with performance among Chilean students, one could infer that improving 
students’ motivation for writing could affect their attention as well as their pre-
disposition toward writing and writing learning and, in time, their writing 
performance.

 (b) Given the evidence-based relation between writing performance and writing 
motivation among school students, one could infer that Chilean preservice 
teachers, who have demonstrated problems with writing performance, could 
also hold low interests and beliefs about themselves as writers.

 (c) Given that international evidence has documented frequent normative and 
restrictive conceptions about writing among teachers, together with low motiva-
tion for writing, and feelings of not being competent teachers of writing, one 
could infer that Chilean teachers, who have already demonstrated problems 
with writing performance as well as transmissional conceptions about writing, 
could also feel incompetent teachers of writing thus affecting their motivation 
to teach.

 (d) Given the evidence available about the positive effects that participating from a 
community of writers can have on students and teachers, one could infer that a 
writing motivation pedagogical policy that targets both teachers and students 
could have an impact on students’ motivation and writing performance as well 
as in teachers’ motivation to write and to teach writing.
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 (e) Given that curriculum and assessment writing education policy efforts have not 
improved writing performance among Chilean students in the last decade, and 
that best practices of writing motivation pedagogy have been clearly established 
in the literature, one could infer that a pedagogical policy could have a better 
impact on students’ writing motivation and, in turn, affect their performance.

16.2.1  The Chilean National Writing Plan: A Recollection 
of the Actions Implemented Between 2019 and 2021

Developing Students’ Motivation to Write
Based on the above background, the first steps of the National Writing Plan (NWP) 
were focused on promoting motivation to write among school students and among 
their teachers. For this purpose, in 2019, a pilot study was conducted in four 
schools – one public and three semipublic – in the Metropolitan Region. Students 
from these schools received paper journals with 70 free writing prompts, including 
over 20 genres (e.g., lists, reflections, letters, stories, self-portraits, posters, comics), 
and diverse writing purposes (e.g., give opinions, remember, create, reflect, share, 
play with language). For this pilot version, four free writing journals were created 
that grouped school levels (J1 for 1st and 2nd grades, J2 for 3rd–6th grades, J3 for 
7th and 8th grades, and J4 for 9th–12th grades).

In addition, each language teacher received a brief document with general guide-
lines for implementing the journals. Both materials – the journals and the general 
guidelines – are based on the notion of free writing included in the national curricu-
lum, which promotes motivation to write (MINEDUC, 2012). The guidelines given 
to the teachers sought to ensure a positive environment so that students were willing 
to take risks in writing, without fear of being graded. These recommendations con-
sider, in line with best practices literature, writing frequently, offering instances of 
discussion, favoring collaborative writing, voluntarily sharing texts, allowing free 
choice, and giving positive feedback (Englert et al., 2006; Graham & Perin, 2007; 
Pajares et al., 2006). According to the notion of a community of writers (Graham, 
2018), the journals’ writing activities sought to promote written discursive practices 
that could be consistent with the students’ interests, knowledge, and habits and rel-
evant according to the influences they receive from their culture, society, family, 
institutions, and history (Graham & Harris, 2019).

Two important reasons support the choice of providing the teachers with general 
guidelines for implementation, instead of a detailed script for action. In fact, the 
guidelines’ document explicitly states that each teacher should adapt this general 
proposal to their own context and their own communities. On the one hand, this 
decision is based on the conviction that each community of writers is different and 
interacts with writing according to their own interests, beliefs, knowledge, habits, 
etc. (Graham & Harris, 2019). On the other hand, as a policy, the NWP is based on 
the notion of the reflexive teacher and on the conviction that teachers, as 
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professionals, can articulate knowledge from different domains to flexibly adapt 
teaching contents and methodologies to their specific reality (Darling-Hammond & 
Bransford, 2005; Schön, 1987; Shulman, 1987).

Following the promising results of the pilot study, described in the next section, 
the plan was extended to public schools throughout the country. By 2020, the paper 
journals were delivered to more than 1400 public schools, one for each student. In 
2021, free writing journals were developed for each grade level, with the collabora-
tion of children’s literature writers and teachers from schools located in Chile’s 
sixth region. These new journals were delivered along with an updated version of 
the general guidelines, to be implemented in 2021 to all 1449 public schools volun-
tarily enrolled in the NWP.

Developing Teachers’ Motivation to Write
A second action of the NWP, aimed at promoting teachers’ motivation to write, was 
the implementation of free writing workshops for teachers. A pilot experience was 
organized in 2021. It consisted of four online workshops, led by renowned writers. 
Each of these workshops had a particular focus consistent with the expertise of the 
workshop leader. Schools participating in the NWP received an invitation to apply 
to one of these workshops (one teacher per school). Ten teachers, from different 
regions of the country, were selected for each workshop on a first-come-first-served 
basis (40 teachers in total). The workshops were free of charge for teachers. A letter 
of commitment was requested to each applicant, in order to ensure their attendance 
at the entire workshop. To warrant that the workshops would contribute to the objec-
tive of promoting motivation for writing among teachers and that they would be 
linked to the approach of the NWP, the researchers met with the writers and estab-
lished minimum operating agreements. It was agreed to hold 42-hour online ses-
sions per workshop outside school hours. The number of ten participants per 
workshop sought to ensure that there would be adequate time to encourage personal 
production and create a sense of community among the members. The workshops 
followed the notion of a community of writers; thus, they sought to create a safe 
space for risk-taking and experimentation. During the four sessions, which took 
place in May 2021, the researchers maintained permanent contact with the work-
shop leaders to detect possible difficulties and to collect good ideas that could be 
replicated in the future.

16.2.2  Preliminary Results of the Chilean National 
Writing Plan

Impact of the National Writing Plan on Students’ Motivation to Write
In 2019, a quasi-experimental pilot study was conducted with four schools in the 
Metropolitan Region to measure the impact of implementing the writing journals 
and the guidelines to promote a community of writers on two key constructs of writ-
ing motivation: attitudes toward writing and self-efficacy beliefs about writing. For 
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this study, the two-scale instrument of Graham et al. (2017) was adapted and applied 
in two moments of 2019 to an intended sample of 1869 students from 1st to 11th 
grades: 1049 in the treatment group and 820 in the control group. The methodology, 
validation of the instrument, and data analysis processes are detailed in an article by 
the authors, currently under review. Results show that students across grades signifi-
cantly improved their attitudes and self-efficacy beliefs about writing, although the 
size effect for 1st and 2nd grades was medium, and for 3rd to 11th grades, it was 
small (Concha et al., under review).

What the Students Say About Their Free Writing Within a Community 
Experience
In addition to the impact study, the researchers conducted a qualitative study to 
investigate the experience of the students who participated in the pilot intervention. 
For this purpose, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 students from 
2 schools. The analysis of the interviews is detailed in another paper by the authors 
(Concha & Espinosa, 2022). The most significant findings are summarized below.

First, all participants agree in positively valuing the experience. This apprecia-
tion is based on the possibility of writing about personal topics in school, having an 
opportunity to express their feelings, to reflect, and to relieve themselves from the 
burden of their worries and heartaches. According to the students, these possibilities 
offered by the writing journals and the community of writers positively influenced 
their motivation to write: “it was surprising to see some of us that maybe you say 
“no, how is he going to write something”... but he got completely into the journal 
and wrote” (tenth grade student). All the students interviewed, in all grades, agreed 
that the writing journals opened a possibility to reflect and write about their lives, 
their sorrows, and their concerns. They also felt that, until before the intervention, 
there was no room in school to share these thoughts. These results suggest a possi-
bility of linking school learning with students’ personal life and with topics that go 
beyond the strictly curricular. In other words, what this study suggests is that this 
connection motivates students and, therefore, it has the potential to enhance learning.

Second, the students pointed out that one of the most valued aspects of the jour-
nals is that they provide true instances of freedom and choice. This freedom is 
expressed as the possibility of choosing the writing prompts autonomously and 
according to one’s own tastes and interests, and as a space for the emergence of 
identity, or one’s own voice: an authentic communicative style and tone that does 
not usually have a space in school. In the reports of some students, traditional writ-
ten communication at school is depicted as a phony activity, far from students’ 
identities, a tradition that does not concern them. Other comments suggest that tra-
ditional school writing activities constrain diversity and result in a norm that stan-
dardizes people. Indeed, many students interviewed characterized school as a place 
where they could not make their own choices: “journals made many people feel 
free, to write what they wanted, to choose what they wanted, which is not the same 
as being in school” (11th grade student).

Third, students’ responses provided details on how the communities of writers 
looked like in their classrooms. Interestingly, the communities were flexible, and 
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Table 16.1 Implementation questionnaires

School 
A
(N = 4)

School 
B
(N = 7)

School C
(N = 7)

How many students shared their writing with 
the whole group?

All of them 25% (1) – 14% (1)
More than half 25% (1) 43% (3) –
Less than half 50% (2) 57% (4) 29% (2)
Very few – – 57% (4)

How many students shared their writing in 
small groups?

All of them 25% (1) 100% 
(7)

28.5% 
(2)

More than half 25% (1) – 28.5% 
(2)

Less than half 25% (1) – 14.5% 
(1)

Very few 25% (1) – 28.5% 
(2)

Who did most of the talking when sharing 
writing?

The teacher 25% (1) – 14% (1)
Equal 
proportion

– 86% (6) 29% (2)

Students 75% (3) 14% (1) 43% (3)
No response – – 14% (1)

different actions took place around free writing, consistent with the choice of pro-
viding teachers with general guidelines instead of steps for implementation. For 
example, the students reported that the writing journals favored dialogue within the 
classroom. In this regard, the participants pointed out that, at the moment of writing, 
it was frequent to talk with their peers about the exercises: “Sometimes we talk a 
little to give each other ideas” (third grade student). Among the explanations given 
by the students, there were comments about how within these communities it was 
possible to write individually but also collaboratively in small groups. When writ-
ing, students could do so autonomously and in silence or receive support from the 
teacher if required. The students also mentioned that the teachers gave positive feed-
back on their work, in some cases in written form and sometimes orally, which 
contributed to their motivation to write.

What the Teachers Say About the Free Writing Within a Community 
Implementation Process
During the 2019 pilot study, 18 of the participating teachers answered an online 
questionnaire, and 5 of them were interviewed to explore details of their implemen-
tation of the free writing journals. Regarding the questionnaire, frequency analyses 
were carried out to explore how writing was shared in the different classrooms, as 
shown in Table 16.1.

In relation to the interviews, both authors conducted content analysis by coding 
the transcribed interviews into three main categories: free writing modality, sharing 
writing, and giving feedback (see Table 16.2). Direct quotes are included to illus-
trate results.
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Table 16.2 Interview results

Teacher 1 Teacher 2 Teacher 3 Teacher 4 Teacher 5

Categories
Free writing 
modality

A fixed 
weekly 
routine to 
write in the 
free writing 
journals.
Routine starts 
with a 
conversation 
about the 
topics and 
then proceeds 
to free 
writing.

The modality 
was decided 
by the whole 
class.
Students 
wrote and 
discussed 
ideas for 
writing with 
their peers.

Free writing 
occurred in 
reflection 
time, not in 
the language 
class.
Mandatory 
collaborative 
writing.
Mandatory 
peer-to-peer 
feedback.

Students can 
choose the 
writing prompt 
according to 
their interests.

A fixed 
weekly 
routine to 
write in the 
journals.
Spontaneous 
creation of 
writing 
groups.

Teacher 2: “How do we do it, kids, do we all have to go at the same pace, can we skip pages, could 
each of us decide?” And we came to the conclusion that that was the best way. (eighth grade)

Sharing writing Mandatory 
sharing time 
within small 
groups.
Students 
shared ideas 
for writing.

Voluntary 
sharing.
Not a fixed 
sharing time, 
but 
spontaneous 
sharing.
Some noise 
in the 
classroom is 
admitted.

Students can 
choose to 
write alone or 
who to share 
their writing 
with.

Spontaneous 
creation of 
writing and 
sharing groups.
Students shared 
opinions about 
writing topics 
and ideas for 
writing.

Students were 
ashamed to 
share their 
writing.
Some shared 
their texts 
with their 
closest friends 
and very few 
did so with 
the teacher.

Teacher 3: The children realized, as they worked on their journal, that there were questions that 
were a little more private. For example, the more advanced children were able to tell me: “miss, 
these questions are too personal.” So, they did not want to work in a group, and they would leave 
[and work on their own]. But, what was attractive about this? That the children were able to choose 
who they wanted to sit with and who they were going to share their experiences with. (second 
grade)
Teacher 5: In writing, there is a part that is trust, so the students have to go through certain stages 
to be able to share in front of the whole class. (ninth and tenth grades)

(continued)
In general, results from both sources suggest that teachers embraced the invita-

tion to flexibly adapt the plan’s guidelines to their contexts, since the descriptions of 
implementation were diverse between teachers. In fact, according to their reports, in 
some communities, students wrote alone, and in others, they also had the possibility 
to write within small groups. Similarly, teacher’s guidance varied in intensity and 
quality between classes and so did the possibility of choosing the writing prompts. 
Some classrooms were more silent, while in others, teachers allowed for spontane-
ous dialogues around the writing topics. Sharing writing was also different in inten-
sity and modality between communities, with classrooms where no whole group 
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sharing took place and others in which students were slowly encouraged to share the 
texts with the whole group.

The pilot implementation of the plan extended for only 4 months and was inter-
rupted by the social outbreak that took place in Chile in October 2019. Despite these 
adverse contextual conditions, the results of the study were very promising, which 
is why the Ministry of Education decided to extend the coverage of the NWP to all 
the public schools that would like to enroll voluntarily. Between the months of 
October and December 2020, the Ministry of Education distributed new writing 
journals (12 different journals this time, 1 for each grade level) to the 1449 estab-
lishments enrolled in the NWP.  Schools could begin using the journals as of 
March 2021.

One month after the beginning of the school year, between April 12, and 23, 
2021, schools were asked to respond to an online survey on the use of the journals 
during this first month of classes. Two hundred seventy-six teachers from 178 
schools across the country responded the survey, representing 12.3% of the total 
number of participating schools. The purpose of the survey was to determine the 

Table 16.2 (continued)

Teacher 1 Teacher 2 Teacher 3 Teacher 4 Teacher 5

Giving feedback Teacher gave 
individual 
feedback to 
those who 
asked for 
advice.
Teacher gave 
positive 
feedback to 
build 
motivation.
Teacher 
provided 
ideas to 
continue 
writing.

Teacher gave 
oral 
feedback to 
dig deeper 
into the 
writing 
topics.

Teacher gave 
feedback to 
motivate 
writing.
Teacher gave 
feedback to 
help students 
realize what 
they wanted 
to express in 
writing.

Teacher gave 
feedback to 
motivate and 
liberate students 
from writers’ 
block.
Teacher 
mentioned 
sources students 
could use to 
improve 
vocabulary and 
spelling.
Teacher gave 
and discussed 
the topic of the 
writing prompts 
with the 
students.

Teacher gave 
oral feedback 
to those 
students who 
let her read 
their writing.
Teacher gave 
a check mark 
to those 
students who 
wrote but did 
not share their 
writing with 
her.

Teacher 1: We did not do proofreading, we did not do editing, and the feedback was more like an 
advice. (third and fourth grade)
Teacher 2: I personally came to the conclusion that it was much better to give the feedback orally, 
to sit down with the students and tell them how much I liked their texts or simply ask them if they 
liked them. (eighth grade)
Teacher 4: When the students asked questions about vocabulary or about spelling, I tried to get 
them to use the cell phone or the dictionaries that we had in the classroom, so that they could 
learn to be independent in solving their doubts, because teachers will not always be with them, so 
[this way] they can learn that they have other sources for advice. (ninth and tenth grades)
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frequency, mode of use, and perceived effects derived from the implementation of 
the writing journals, as reported by the teachers.

Regarding frequency, 47% (n = 118) of the surveyed teachers stated that they 
were using the journals daily or more than once a week. Twenty percent (n = 56) 
stated that they used them between one and three times a month. Twenty-six percent 
(n = 72) reported not using them at all. These results indicate that most of the sur-
veyed teachers were using the journals frequently in their classes during the first 
month of implementation.

Regarding the mode of use, among the 204 respondents, 64% (n = 174) of the 
teachers reported that they used the writing journals during classes, either face to 
face or in live virtual classes. This result reflects that most of the surveyed teachers 
embraced the recommendation of providing time during school hours to write freely 
in the journals and to share writing, in order to form a community of writers in the 
classroom. In other words, teachers were not merely sending the journals for home-
work or leaving the students alone to write.

When asked about the selection of writing exercises, 62% (n  =  127) of the 
respondents indicated that it was the teacher who chose the exercise most of the 
time, 26% (n = 53) indicated that the choice was shared between teachers and stu-
dents, while only 12% (n = 24) indicated that the students alone could choose the 
writing prompts. One possible interpretation of this result – which contrasts with the 
results of the pilot study – is that the hybrid or virtual modality of classes forced by 
the pandemic influenced the teachers’ decisions about who could choose the writing 
exercises for each class. However, given that free choice was one of the main recom-
mendations offered to guide the implementation of the journals, and given its impor-
tance to promote motivation, it is necessary to further investigate this decision and 
its influence on the development of motivation to write.

The survey also included a question to inquire about the organization of the com-
munities during writing. In this regard, the teachers’ responses (n = 204) revealed 
that there is diversity between communities. Forty-three percent (n = 88) reported 
working primarily with the whole group, 28% (n = 57) opted mainly for individual 
work, and 9% (n = 18) favored small group work, while 20% (n = 41) chose to 
assign the writing activities as individual asynchronous work. These results indicate 
that teachers opted for a variety of ways to use the journals, which is consistent with 
the flexibility suggested in the implementation general guidelines. Likewise, these 
findings are consistent with those derived from the 2019 pilot study which revealed 
that teachers welcomed the invitation from the implementation guidelines to use the 
journals in a flexible manner and to make adaptations that would allow them to 
adequately address the characteristics of their own contexts.

Finally, in the 2021 survey, teachers were asked about the curricular relevance of 
the writing journals, the degree of interest students had in writing the proposed 
exercises, and whether the journals fulfilled the purpose of motivating students to 
write. In response to these three questions, 97% of the respondents answered with a 
high degree of agreement, which confirms the perceived relevance that this peda-
gogical policy has for teachers in relation to their contexts. Additionally, these 
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results reveal that teachers agree that the pedagogical actions proposed can actually 
achieve the purpose of promoting writing motivation among their students.

Writing Workshops and Teachers’ Motivation to Write
At the end of the fourth session of the writing workshops, teachers were asked to 
answer a satisfaction survey with open and closed questions. This survey was 
answered by 22 of the 44 participating teachers. Frequency analysis of the closed- 
ended responses and content analysis of the open-ended responses were conducted 
to explore how these workshops influenced teachers’ motivation to write and their 
perception of the NWP.

First, results show that teachers highly valued the workshops. In fact, several of 
them agreed in referring to them as “an enriching experience.” They also empha-
sized the role of this experience in fostering their own motivation to write and 
described the workshops as an opportunity for learning writing techniques as well 
as writing education strategies. They highlighted experiences within the workshops 
in which they had the opportunity to receive feedback on their writing process, 
which strengthened their perception of self-efficacy as writers. Teachers also recog-
nized that in the workshops they found strategies that they could transfer to their 
own writing classes. In fact, there was a unanimous opinion of the positive influence 
that this experience will have on their future classes, mainly in their ability to pro-
mote motivation for writing among their own students: “[this experience] will influ-
ence [my students] in a positive way, since I will be able to put into practice all those 
activities that were provided to me and that I will also work on [my own classroom].”

Second, teachers recognized the potential that these workshops had to create col-
laborative networks with other teachers, although they did not provide details as to 
how this could be put into practice. In this regard, one teacher pointed out that the 
small group favored the creation of bonds with colleagues. In fact, most respondents 
(81%) indicated that they would keep in touch with at least two of their workshop 
colleagues. Only two teachers (9%) acknowledged that they would not stay in touch 
with any of them, while one said she did not know. These results are particularly 
important because collaborative networks could have the potential to extend the 
influence of the workshops, perhaps in self-generated student or teacher writing 
activities.

In summary, the findings derived from the satisfaction survey show that teachers 
valued this experience very positively, acknowledged having improved their moti-
vation to write and having learned various teaching and motivation-building strate-
gies for writing that they felt they could replicate in their own classes. Noteworthy, 
for future workshops, it is important to recall that teachers observed that the small 
size of the groups favored the dynamics of the workshop and the creation of net-
works among colleagues. The majority of them also requested more and longer 
workshops.
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16.3  Final Remarks

The main purpose of this chapter has been to communicate the rationale behind the 
Chilean National Writing Plan (NWP), as well as to recall the main actions and 
results obtained after 3 years of implementation. The NWP is a policy that incorpo-
rates state-of-the-art national and international evidence that supports its actions. As 
far as national evidence, it considers findings of problems with writing among 
school and university Chilean students as well as preservice teachers, about low 
motivation to write among students, about restrictive conceptions related to writing 
among Chilean preservice teachers and teacher educators, and about evidence of 
inauthentic and unmotivating writing education practices in Chilean classrooms. As 
far as international evidence, it considers findings that establish a strong relation 
between writing motivation and writing performance, as well as the factors that 
have been documented to hinder the development of motivation to write at the 
school level; findings of frequent restrictive conceptions, as well as negative atti-
tudes and beliefs about writing and writing education among teachers; and evidence 
of positive results of teacher writing workshops to reverse this trend. The plan also 
brings to bear best practices literature that thoroughly describe the pedagogical 
actions required to promote motivation to write.

All of the above evidence allowed the authors to design a pedagogical policy that 
was implemented in a pilot version in 2019 and throughout the country in 2021. The 
choice of beginning the policy with a focus on writing motivation mainly derives 
from the empirical evidence that describes motivation as an affective and cognitive 
phenomenon and links writing motivation with writing performance. Following 
such evidence, the policy assumes that a positive attitude and feelings of self- 
efficacy as writers are the minimum requirements to predispose students to write 
and to learn to write. With motivation comes the predisposition to learn. Without 
motivation learning is hindered. The choice of developing a pedagogical policy is 
based on two reasons: first, on the recognition that a decade of strong national cur-
ricular and assessment writing policy has not impacted students’ writing perfor-
mance, and second, because the international literature available about best practices 
of writing motivation is clear, thorough, and strong enough to inspire a policy.

Another key characteristic of the NWP is its flexibility and the way in which it 
embraces the notion of the reflexive teacher. This policy provides teachers with 
pedagogical resources they can use in different ways that make sense to them and 
adapt them to their communities’ needs, interests, and culture. This decision 
assumes that communities of writers are all different from each other and that teach-
ers are the most knowledgeable about their specific communities. In other words, 
this pedagogical policy relies on teacher’s decision-making and allows for local 
differences in implementation.

The qualitative and quantitative results reported in this chapter enable the authors 
to conclude that the actions of the NWP have the potential to promote writing moti-
vation among students and among teachers, as well as to bring teachers aboard a 
policy they perceive as relevant for their students and personally enriching. Such 

S. Concha and M. J. Espinosa



369

accomplishments should be taken seriously, especially considering the vast litera-
ture about teachers’ resistance to change and to extraneous intervention in their 
classrooms. Participants of the teacher writing workshops, as well as respondents of 
the surveys and interviews, depict feelings of enjoyment and optimism toward the 
potential of the plan to promote writing motivation and reflect that the policy is 
actually being implemented with frequency and conviction. Impact results as well 
as qualitative results from students’ experience depict feelings of enjoyment and 
appreciation of new opportunities to write about personal experiences and worries, 
to reflect about their lives, and to exercise identity and free choice in school. Students 
who had the experience of free writing within a community also contrasted this new 
opportunity with a negative vision of the traditional writing practices they had been 
part of before the plan. Their comments confirm available evidence that writing 
teaching practices in the country tend to be inauthentic and unmotivating, which 
could possibly help to explain students’ low motivation to write and their consistent 
problems with performance. Moreover, these results are especially important for the 
implication that students feel detached from school practices, bound to repeat 
actions that do not resonate with their lives or their identities. Further research 
should explore how these feelings could influence the rest of their school experi-
ence, thus affecting not only students’ performance in writing but also their well- 
being and general academic performance. Equally important, further research 
should overcome the limitations of the studies reported here, especially the sample 
sizes and regional coverage, in order to be able to reach results that are generalizable 
to a larger population.
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Chapter 17
Effects of Research-Based Teacher 
Training on Writing Instruction Practices

Stéphane Colognesi , Mélanie Deramaux, Silvia Lucchini , 
and Liesje Coertjens 

17.1  Introduction

In many countries, including Belgium, France, and the Netherlands, students’ per-
formance on writing tests is judged to be globally inadequate (Bucheton, 2014; 
Koster et al., 2015; Penneman et al., 2016; Rietdijk et al., 2017). Based on studies 
from around the world in primary education, Rietdijk et al. (2018) explained this 
poor performance by identifying three main problems related to writing instruction. 
The first is the limited time devoted to writing and its instruction in the classroom. 
The second is teachers’ feelings of being ill-equipped to teach writing effectively. 
The third is teachers’ lack of use of evidence-based writing practices. This last 
aspect has actually been documented widely in the literature beyond writing instruc-
tion (Altet et al., 2013; Perez-Roux, 2016). In addition to these difficulties, other 
authors have added the feeling of discouragement that teachers may feel when faced 
with students’ lack of reinvestment of their learning in their written products. They 
are also discouraged by the many corrections needed for students’ texts (Bucheton, 
2014; Colognesi & Lucchini, 2016a).

A change in teaching practices could therefore allow for changes and improve-
ments in students’ writing performance. Yet, such a change is a significant challenge 
(Bucheton, 2014; Dellisse et al., 2021; Dupriez, 2015). Quinn and Kim (2017) men-
tioned that there are at least two reasons why teachers do not change their practices. 
First, “new” practices do not systematically encourage teachers to change their 
usual practices. They feel that their practices are no worse than what is being pro-
posed. Second, these new practices are not easily applicable to all classes, in all 
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contexts. In addition, teachers tend to only pick up on aspects of the training that 
confirm their own beliefs and conceptions regarding teaching/learning (Caena, 
2011; Hanin et al., 2020, 2022; Vinatier & Morrissette, 2015).

To remedy this, and to make changes in practice easier by making use of research 
data, a key approach seems to be to train teachers in research and by doing research 
about problems that concern them (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Darling-Hammond, 
2017; Flores, 2017).

Thus, we investigated whether training in research or by doing research on effec-
tive writing instruction practices would lead teachers to want to use these practices 
in their classrooms. To do this, we followed seven teachers who had participated in 
research/training on writing instruction. They had between 6 and 15 years of experi-
ence. They were trained in a program involving effective practices, adapted the 
program for their class together with the lead researcher, implemented it in the 
classroom, and participated in the data collection, analysis, and dissemination. This 
work took place over a year. Semi-structured interviews were conducted at least 1 
year after this experience, to find out the effects of participation in this research/
training.

17.2  Theoretical Framework

17.2.1  Effective Writing Instruction Practices

Writing is a complex activity that consists of three dimensions: the writer (the per-
son who writes), the writing process (how the person writes), and the result of this 
activity (what the person writes; Alamargot et al., 2011; Dabène, 1991). The teach-
ing of writing therefore requires that these three dimensions be considered together 
(Dabène, 1991), which makes it complex. A number of research studies have been 
conducted to help teachers improve their writing instruction and address the chal-
lenges that it presents. In particular, three meta-analyses provide an update on this 
issue: those by Graham et  al. (2012), Koster et  al. (2015), and Van Weijen and 
Janssen (2018).

Graham et al. (2012) conducted a meta-analysis of writing process interventions 
with elementary school students in the United States. The purpose of their study was 
to provide teachers with effective instructional tools for teaching writing. In this 
work, the authors analyzed about 100 studies. The results showed that several prac-
tices improved students’ writing quality. These included explicit instruction (in 
strategies, text structure, creativity, grammar, transcription skills, and metacogni-
tion), supporting students in their writing (prewriting activities, peer evaluation, 
goal setting, teacher feedback) and rewriting.

Subsequently, Koster et al. (2015), following the observation of a need to improve 
elementary school writing instruction in the Netherlands, also conducted a meta- 
analysis of writing intervention studies done in a regular school setting with stu-
dents in grades 4–6. In their research, five categories of interventions, previously 
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identified by Graham et al. (2012), showed statistically significant results: goal set-
ting, strategy instruction, text structure instruction, peer evaluation, and teacher 
feedback.

Van Weijen and Janssen (2018) aimed to propose relevant variables that could be 
incorporated into assessment instruments nationwide, also in the Netherlands, in 
order to improve writing instruction. The researchers collected 28 writing interven-
tion studies published since 1986 concerning primary education. From their meta- 
analysis, it appeared that four instructional practices also highlighted in the previous 
meta-analyses had statistically significant effects on student writing quality: goal 
setting, strategy instruction, peer evaluation, and teacher feedback.

As a synthesis of this work, we can conclude that effective writing instruction 
practices are goal setting, teacher intervention, strategy instruction, and peer evalu-
ation, when these occur in instructional programs that promote rewriting. They are 
listed and detailed in Table 17.1.

In addition, in order to fully consider the writer, recent work on teaching of the 
writing process has shown that it is relevant to consider the writer’s relationship to 
writing (Colognesi & Niwese, 2020). A writer’s relationship to writing is deter-
mined by all their writing experiences throughout their life (Barré-De Miniac, 
2002). Depending on the theories invoked, it is composed of four or five dimen-
sions: affective, axiological, conceptual, praxeological, and metascriptural 
(Barré-De Miniac, 2002; Chartrand & Blaser, 2008; Colin, 2014; Colognesi & 
Lucchini, 2016b). The affective dimension refers to the feelings, emotions, and even 
passions that writing brings. The axiological dimension refers to the opinions, val-
ues, and attitudes that people may have about writing. The conceptual dimension 
refers to the writer’s representations of writing and its learning. The praxeological 

Table 17.1 Summary of effective practices for teaching writing

Effective practices Details

Goal setting Explain the sense and purpose of the writing task
Provide students with clear and specific goals throughout the writing 
process
State objectives that can be related to (1) the expected product and the 
characteristics of the texts to be produced (e.g., length of text, number of 
paragraphs) or (2) the process involved, by specifying the learning 
strategies to be acquired

Interventions by the 
teacher

Provide scaffolding to support students according to the problems raised 
by the type of text to be produced (e.g., text structure, questions about 
language)
Provide feedback to students, indicating their progress and areas for 
improvement

Strategies 
instruction – 
metacognition

Highlight effective and efficient cognitive and metacognitive strategies 
that will enable the student to make progress on the task

Peer evaluation Provide times for peer evaluation
Rewriting Allow writers to come back to their product and to improve it by adopting 

a reflective attitude toward it
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dimension involves the individual’s actual reading and writing practices. The metas-
criptural dimension is added by some authors. It refers in particular to the writer’s 
ability to explain their approaches, choices, the level of their work, difficulties, 
progress, and the like.

As a result of this research, didactic tools and instructional programs that incor-
porate these effective practices have been developed, such as the instructional pro-
gram that we used in the training program for the teachers participating in the study 
reported here.

17.2.2  Changing Teacher Practices

Several researchers have tried to understand the processes leading to teachers’ use 
of new pedagogical practices and didactic tools. Their research has shown that 
teachers’ uptake of new practices is not easy or quick. On the contrary, it is a long, 
complex, and dynamic process that constantly requires adjustments (Bélanger et al., 
2012; Theureau, 2011). Moreover, according to the same authors, even though a 
change in teaching practices may seem to be taking place, there is no guarantee that 
it will be sustainable. A return to previous practices remains possible.

Penneman et al. (2016) pinpointed five types of factors that are needed for teach-
ers’ adoption and use of a teaching resource. First, there are factors related to the 
teacher, such as the teacher’s skills in using the resource, the teacher’s sense of self- 
efficacy, the value the teacher places on the resource, the teacher’s beliefs and con-
ceptions about the profession, and the teacher’s prior practices. Second, there are 
factors related to the resource, that is, whether it fits into the teacher’s professional 
genre, whether it brings benefits to the users, whether it is not too far removed from 
usual practices, and whether it is adaptable to the context. Third, there are classroom 
factors, for example, students (number, initial skill level, motivation, etc.) and class-
room climate. Fourth are factors related to the organizational environment, such as 
relationships between colleagues, the teaching team’s relationship with innovation 
and the values they share, the degree of trust and collaboration between teachers, 
and the support of the principal. The fifth factors are related to external support: 
support that can be provided through training and/or specific coaching.

As mentioned previously, changes in practice and the adoption and use of didac-
tic resources can be more easily achieved through training in research and by doing 
research.

17.2.3  Training Teachers in Research and by Doing Research

In recent years, there has been a trend to incorporate an intensive research orienta-
tion into the teacher education curriculum (Darling-Hammond, 2017; Flores, 2017; 
Snoek et al., 2017). Integrating research into teacher education programs is now 
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known to provide several benefits, contributing to teacher’s effectiveness in the long 
run. First, research can contribute to teacher’s professional development and school 
improvement (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Dobber et al., 2012). Second, doing research 
through inquiry-based work is a way to bridge the gap between theory/research and 
practice (Baan et al., 2019; Morrissette, 2013). Third, research can help teachers to 
find solutions to particular problems, it can provide them with up-to-date sources of 
information, and it can help determine priorities when introducing educational 
changes (Austin, 2016). Finally, training in research and by doing research is a key 
to developing teacher’s reflexivity (Duroisin et al., 2020).

In recent research, Colognesi and März (2023) analyzed the impact of a collab-
orative research training module in preparing future teachers in Belgium. Teacher 
training in research and by doing research was found to have several positive aspects 
for the participants: (1) the possibility of focusing on a problematic issue in order to 
understand what happens in the classroom; (2) the change in beliefs and updating of 
knowledge related to this problematic issue; (3) the opportunity to better observe 
students and to get an in-depth understanding of how they learn, due to the data col-
lected and the measurement of progress; and (4) a change in perceptions of research, 
with a feeling of pride about contributing to their profession.

Nevertheless, despite all of these benefits, Aussel and Bedin (2019) drew atten-
tion to several types of challenges that need to be considered when implementing 
this type of training, particularly through collaborative action research (McNiff, 
2013; Riel & Lepori, 2011). First of all, there are institutional difficulties, which can 
arise with regard to impositions or restrictions in the field, such as access to data, for 
example, or linked with the institution’s lack of recognition of the research project. 
There are also methodological difficulties, in particular the fact of having to col-
laborate (researcher, teachers, trainers, and even students), and management of the 
considerable time that the entire process takes up or of the size of the group of par-
ticipants to ensure efficient and positive follow-up. Epistemological difficulties can 
also arise since it is a question of producing knowledge together with the teachers 
and disseminating the results. And the researcher(s) must have an appropriate stance 
that allows each of them to develop and invest in the research project.

17.3  Method

As a reminder, our aim is to determine whether training in research and by doing 
research on effective writing instruction practices would lead teachers to want to use 
them fully in their classrooms. To accomplish this, we opted for a qualitative 
approach having a comprehensive (Van der Maren, 2004) and interpretative (Savoie- 
Zajc, 2011) purpose. It is the teachers’ perspective that interests us, the meaning 
they give to effective practices, their motivation (or absence thereof) to change, and 
their perception of their own development (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1994).
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Table 17.2 Profile of participants

Genre
Years of 
experience Function Grade

Teacher 1 Female 20 Primary school teacher Fifth (aged 10–11)
Teacher 2 Female 15 Secondary school French 

teacher
First–third (aged 
12–15)

Teacher 3 Female 9 Primary school teacher Sixth (aged 11–12)
Teacher 4 Female 6 Secondary school French 

teacher
DASPA, B1a

Teacher 5 Female 10 Primary school teacher Sixth (aged 11–12)
Teacher 6 Female 8 Primary school teacher Sixth (aged 11–12)
Teacher 7 Male 11 Primary school teacher Fifth (aged 10–11)

aDASPA (In French:  Dispositif d'Accueil et de Scolarisation des élèves Primo-Arrivants et 
Assimilés; this means Reception and schooling program for newcomers). In the DASPA classes, 
French as a foreign language is taught to students aged 12–18 in secondary education. Level B1 
corresponds to the level at which the student is able to write a short text according to the CEFR 
(Common European Framework of Reference for Languages), a reference tool defining lan-
guage levels

17.3.1  Participants

Seven teachers participated in this study. Their characteristics are described in 
Table 17.2.

17.3.2  Training Teachers in Effective Practices 
for Teaching Writing

All participants were enrolled in a master’s degree program in education, providing 
them with training in research and by doing research. Two specific parts of that 
program have particular relevance regarding dedicated training in effective writing 
instruction practices.

First, participants took a “language didactics” course. This 30-hour course fol-
lows the principles of LETRA (Learner Engineer Teacher Reflective Analyst: 
Colognesi & Lucchini, 2022), where students adopt several different roles in order 
to grasp the content of, in this case, effective writing instruction practices. They first 
take on the role of learners, working through an instructional program that itself 
implements effective practices for teaching writing, the Itineraries method. This 
can be summarized as follows.

The teacher assigns a writing project to the class, highlighting the objectives and 
characteristics of the texts to be produced (Goal setting). Students write a first draft 
of a text related to a discourse genre (e.g., a wanted notice), without any teacher’s 
intervention. They are then put in groups of three or four and given the task of com-
paring the first drafts they have written. They must identify what is the same in all 
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of their texts, what is different, and what is problematic. This is followed by a col-
lective synthesis based on highlighting the differences between groups. After that, 
in order to answer the questions that have emerged from comparison of their first 
versions, the students are given a corpus of model writing products belonging to the 
same discursive genre (Interventions by the teacher: scaffolding “textual structure”). 
As before, they must find the elements that are identical to all of the products, the 
differences, and the aspects that are problematic. This is also followed by a synthe-
sis. The identical aspects become the characteristics guiding the organization of the 
text (the obligatory elements to be considered). The differences are discussed as 
options. The activity ends with the creation of a summary sheet that includes the 
characteristics discovered. These aspects are to be considered when students rewrite 
the text immediately afterward (Rewriting). After that, students read and comment 
on each other’s texts to help them improve (Peer evaluation). The evaluative criteria 
are mainly those worked on before related to the structure of the text. Then, the 
students again rewrite their texts with the help of this feedback (Rewriting). The 
teacher then offers adapted support (instruction on grammar, conjugations, vocabu-
lary, spelling, etc.) depending on the students’ difficulties and the genre to be pro-
duced (Interventions by the teacher: scaffolding “language”). This support is given 
either for the whole class, for small groups of students, or individually. The students 
then again rework their texts with the help of that teacher’s input (Rewriting), fol-
lowed by another peer evaluation session (Peer evaluation). This time, the evalua-
tive criteria are based on what students were told about during the teacher’s language 
scaffolding. Finally, the students write a final version of their text (Rewriting), 
which the teacher can monitor by giving final feedback (Interventions by the teacher: 
final feedback). Throughout this process, discussions take place about how students 
are going about creating and reworking their texts and on the contributions of the 
different activities (metacognition). Students are also asked to answer metacogni-
tive questions that highlight aspects (content, strategies) that can be used during 
their next rewrite and, ultimately, when writing a similar type of text. The final ver-
sions are distributed to the intended recipients identified in the writing objectives. A 
few weeks later, students are asked to produce another text of the same genre, in 
which the learning can be transferred (for more details on this instructional program 
and its effects on the development of students’ writing competence, see in particular 
Colognesi and Lucchini (2018) and Colognesi et al. (2021)).

In the language didactics course, the students experience this method step-by- 
step, by having to write a text adapted to their level. Then they explain how they felt 
as writers, what they experienced, and so forth. The theoretical principles grounding 
the method are then highlighted, in connection with the literature in the field. After 
having been learners, the students take on the role of engineer. In small groups, they 
develop an instructional program similar to the Itineraries program but adapted to 
their professional area. Then they take on the role of teachers. They experience 
presenting their designed activities in the classroom with their own students. Finally, 
the students take on the role of reflective analysts. That is, they take a reflexive 
stance on what happened in the classroom. All steps are monitored by the trainer. At 
the end of the course, the students present what they have done to the others.
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Table 17.3 Research question of participants’ master’s thesis

Research question of the master’s thesis

Teacher 1 What are the effects of feedback given by the teacher, by a peer, or by peers who 
collectively negotiate it?

Teacher 2 What are the effects of the Itineraries program on the writing development of early 
high school students?

Teacher 3 During the implementation of the Itineraries program, what writing processes do 
struggling students use?

Teacher 4 What are the effects of the Itineraries program on the writing development of 
immigrant students at the B1 level?

Teacher 5 What are the effects of providing metacognitive mediation on the writing 
competence of 10–12-year-old students?

Teacher 6 During the implementation of the Itineraries program, what writing processes do 
students use?

Teacher 7 What are the effects of the Itineraries program on 10–12-year-old students’ 
relationship to writing?

Second, all seven participants completed their master’s theses on writing, each 
focusing on a specific issue (see Table 17.3). This involved extensive reading and 
summarizing of the research in a literature review; designing a complete interven-
tion to be tested, based on the principles seen in the language didactics class; col-
lecting experimental data related to their research question in several classes, 
including a control class; and analyzing and interpreting the data. They used mixed 
methods: quantitative analyses to measure student’s progress and qualitative analy-
ses to gain a deeper understanding of what happened.

In all, participants experienced effective writing instruction practices themselves 
as learners and implemented these practices as teachers as part of the didactics 
class; they then developed, implemented, and evaluated an intervention related to a 
research question concerning effective writing instruction practices, to observe 
these practices and analyze their effects, as part of their thesis. This was separate 
from their implementation of their designed version of the Itineraries program dur-
ing the class.

17.3.3  Data Collection and Analysis

Semi-structured interviews were conducted at least 1 year after the research/train-
ing. The aim was to gain access to the representations, intentions, choices, and deci-
sions of the individual participants (Lefebvre et  al., 2008). The interview guide 
contained three parts: (1) presentation of the interview process, (2) questions about 
the interviewee as well as a brief description of what they implemented in their 
research project on the teaching of writing, and (3) a discussion around their current 
practices for teaching writing, the resources used, and whether or not they have 
implemented identified effective practices. Various questions were formulated to 
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guide the interviewee, focus the discussion, and refocus the topic, if necessary (e.g., 
Could you describe a “typical” activity you used to teach writing? What was new for 
you in the training? How do you teach writing now? Why do you do this? What did 
you keep from the training in your current practice?).

Interviews were conducted in March/April 2020 via videoconferencing. Each 
interview was recorded and lasted an average of 45 minutes. All interviews were 
transcribed. An average interview was 3340 words. A content analysis (L’Écuyer, 
1990) was applied to the collected data. A total of 164  units of meaning were 
selected for analysis. The categorization of these units was a combination of deduc-
tive coding (i.e., using categories derived from theories, such as effective practices, 
adaptation of the instructional program promoted in the training, impact of research) 
and inductive coding (e.g., the teacher as a transmitter of knowledge).

17.4  Findings

As a reminder, the aim of this research is to understand whether training in research 
and by doing research on effective writing instruction practices leads teachers to 
want to use these practices fully in their classrooms. The main results of our analy-
ses are reported here. First, pretraining practices are presented. Then, the similari-
ties and differences in the changes made by the participants are highlighted. Next, 
the extent to which participants adapted or did not adapt the “Itinerary” instructional 
program is noted. Finally, two additional elements are proposed: the aspects that 
justify the changes noted and the fact that teachers also wanted to improve practices 
more broadly in their schools. Representative quotations are proposed to illustrate 
the findings. They have been translated from French.

It should be noted that when we say “training,” then in the presentation of the 
findings, we are including both the learning about/use of the Itineraries method and 
their research related to their master’s thesis.

17.4.1  Participants’ Practices Before the Training

Before the training, the participants’ writing instruction practices were very similar. 
Each teacher had his/her students write a first draft, followed by proofreading using 
a criteria or rubrics, and then production of a final version to be handed in. Therefore, 
the students of these teachers wrote two versions.

I was working on writing in a very basic way. First, students made a small draft. Then, they 
had to revise it. (T7)

In addition, they explained that the time they had for writing in class was very 
limited:

I did not work on writing in class very often, if at all. (T2)
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And so finally, we had 3 or 4 of these writing products over the year. (T6)

Two major difficulties were highlighted to explain this: the feeling of not being able 
to teach writing, as well as the corrections that they found tedious:

I even tended to skip writing activities. Because I didn’t feel equipped to work on writing. 
Not to mention the tedious corrections. (T7)

Nevertheless, the participants mentioned that two effective practices were already 
present in their writing instruction before the training. This was the case for clarifi-
cation of objectives (five out of seven) and teacher feedback (five out of seven). 
These practices were maintained or even increased after the training for those who 
were already using them.

The objectives necessarily behave, well, I was already doing it, but the fact of having 
reviewed it with Itineraries, automatically, to put the child in a project, to give him clear 
objectives, I think that I also do it more than before, like putting in writing on a big poster 
the goal of the activity, why we are going to do that, what stages we go through, and each 
time to come back, to start again from that at each session so that it is very clear in their 
head what we are doing, that, I think that is something that I kept. (T3)

17.4.2  Four Effective Practices Being Implemented by All 
Participants After the Training: Rewriting, Scaffolding, 
Feedback, and Attention to the Writer

In retrospect, all participants described their former practices negatively. They said 
they no longer agreed with that way of doing things.

Generally speaking, well, the writing wasn’t, uh, it wasn’t great in my class. (T5)

I was teaching it in a really bad way. (T6)

Now I work differently with writing. First, my way of working with writing was not fully 
enriching for the students. I would even say it really sucked to begin with. I’m not afraid to 
say it like that. (T7)

The participants all said that they had made four major changes as a result of these 
observations: using rewriting, scaffolding, feedback, and taking the writer into 
account.

First, they explained that they had gone from two drafts (a draft and a “clean” 
version) to several versions. In this way, students have time to rewrite and rework 
their texts in response to the support they receive. As a result, the participants also 
all said that they had rethought the school agenda in terms of the time spent working 
on writing.

The realization that drafting/correcting doesn’t lead to a finished text, doesn’t really allow 
you to discover the substance of the material. It doesn’t really allow you to integrate it. (T1)
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The time that we put into this work is obviously more consequential (...) But it’s not a waste 
of time at all. (T6)

Second, scaffolding was also now present in the practices of all participants. The 
seven teachers said these helped students to improve their writing. They then saw a 
direct reinvestment of the lessons in the students’ products. This was a change in 
their conception of language teaching. Indeed, the participants mentioned that they 
now see the subjects (such as grammar, conjugation, etc.) as directly linked to the 
texts to be produced, no longer in a “fragmented” way, as was the case before.

In terms of scaffolding, they really make sense because they are directly useful and we 
haven’t learned pronouns once and determiners once. We learned, “How do we avoid repeti-
tion?” and so we use pronouns, and so we use determiners. So it’s seeing the material in a 
completely involved way, and uh, there you go, for me that changes everything. (T1)

Third, teacher feedback was provided in participants’ writing activities. Three of 
them explained that with experience, they think their feedback is more and more 
effective. They said that providing good feedback cannot be improvised, and that it 
is important for feedback to be thoughtful and structured. Teacher 7 said that he 
begins his feedback by comparing different rewrites by the same student. In his 
opinion, the practice of feedback is essential and rewarding for the students.

Feedback, I do it in a more efficient way uh... with the exercise, too, because I think it can’t 
be improvised. (T6)

Essential for me. It is also rewarding for the student. My feedback starts each time with a 
comparison of the different rewrites. (T7)

Fourth, all of the participants also talked about students as writers and their aware-
ness of their development and their relationship with writing. We noticed in the 
comments of the teachers that they were attentive to this and observed the pupils in 
this sense.

They got into this work with great motivation. I had never seen that before. (T7)

I can see that there is a real evolution and a real investment in the work by the children. (T1)

The teachers expressed that they have sought to show the purpose of the written 
products assigned to the students. They also said that they try to bring pleasure to 
writing. They also try to allow the students to identify their progress themselves.

And it’s true that it’s super enriching for everyone and my students were super proud after-
wards too. That feeling of... of having finally done something good. (T2)

And then, the pride of the students, so everything that is commitment to the task and self- 
esteem, perception of one’s own value, had an effect because the students were super proud 
of their writing, they saw that they had obviously progressed. (T5)
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17.4.3  Two Important but Complex Transformations: Peer 
Evaluation and the Elicitation of Metacognition

The interviews showed that two practices had undergone significant transformation 
for six of the seven teachers: peer evaluation and metacognition.

Regarding the peer evaluation, all six teachers explained that asking students to 
give feedback on each other’s work was something totally new to them. The stu-
dents enjoyed it very much. They mentioned the mutual support between students 
that developed thanks to the collaborative proofreading and the positive effects on 
improving the texts.

What was new was to uh... to have them write and use each other’s perspective. Before, it 
was each one for himself and here everyone was helping each other, so it was this collective 
dimension in their texts, even though they were individual, so that was totally new. (T6)

The feedback by the peers (...) and then after practicing it, they really realize the benefits 
they get from it and it’s really very positive for them, so that was also a little novelty. (T3)

Nevertheless, one participant (T4) felt that it was not easy to implement peer 
evaluation.

It is not always easy at this level to find students who work well together. (T4)

The six teachers also said that they now seek to elicit metacognition from their stu-
dents during writing situations. They explained that they ask questions so that stu-
dents can tell what they are doing and explained their difficulties, their progress, 
their choices, their strategies, and so forth.

Metacognition, I sometimes ask them meta questions or I also write small questions on a 
few sheets of paper at the end. (T3)

Yet, all six teachers said that they do not do it as much as they would like. And three 
teachers (T4, T5, and T7) explained that they have difficulty doing so and would 
like to improve on this point.

I still don’t do it enough for my taste, but I know how much metacognition influences the 
process of relationship to writing. This is the point I am working on. (T7)

T2 explicitly said that she does not use peer evaluation and metacognition. However, 
she had tried these practices at the time of the research and had found them to be 
positive.

What changed a lot was to have them work together (...) I was really learned: we had the 
habit of working individually, we try not to make too much noise. It was really completely 
new, but very positive in the end. Quite frankly I was impressed. (T2)

She explained that she does not implement these two practices for three reasons: (1) 
the change in the curriculum, (2) the fact that she has to work with her colleagues 
who are not trained in this and she feels forced to follow the group, and (3) the dif-
ficulty for her students to give constructive feedback.
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Everything that has to do with the teacher, feedback, support, etc. I still do that, but every-
thing that has to do with peers, you can take it away, I don’t do it anymore. Metacognition 
uh... not anymore in fact. (...) A lot of courses were changed in the programs as well and we 
work in parallel with other colleagues, so it’s not easy to always work as we would really 
want to. (T2)

The difficulty for them is to make constructive comments (...) to say when something is not 
going well, it is not easy for them (...) they don’t have the words, in fact, and perhaps they 
don’t dare either, so as not to offend. (T2)

17.4.4  Rigid or Adaptive Use of the Instructional Program 
for Students

Of the six teachers who changed their way of teaching writing, five (T1, T3, T5, T6, 
and T7) said that they were using the Itineraries method presented in their training. 
T4 explained that she uses the manuals explaining this instructional program. She 
clarified that she adheres to the authors’ instructions rigorously, out of fear of miss-
ing out on an important element:

I follow the manual as is (...). I stick to it, so that I don’t just go too fast with something that 
has to come afterwards or things like that, to let things come as the training program says. 
It works, so there’s no reason for me to try to skip a step. Certainly not. That would be fail-
ing the instructional program for me. (T4)

The other five teachers explained that they are more comfortable with the experi-
ence. They have understood the principles and structure of the instructional pro-
gram. As a result, they are able to take more or less time, to vary certain aspects 
depending on their class. They also built their own itineraries for the genres of texts 
they wanted to work on with their students.

The one I tested for research I really followed without changing anything. Now I’ve perhaps 
become a little more detached. (...) I vary the questions, the instructions. I’m more comfort-
able, and I’m cooler with the follow-up. (T5)

T1 had a similar approach: she kept the effective principles for teaching writing but 
did not necessarily follow the instructional program as laid out during their training.

17.4.5  Research as a Stimulus and Awareness

Participants attributed all these transformations to the training in research and by 
doing research. Indeed, we found in their comments that they understood the theo-
retical frameworks. It was now easier for them to use these frameworks in their 
practices.

I feel like having worked on understanding effective practices for my dissertation. I still 
studied the how, the why and so I did some research. I read all the articles about them and 
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the benefits of metacognition, scaffolding, feedback (…) I am convinced, even of the 
rewriting stages, and so obviously I feel more confident. (T1)

Feedback, I do it, now it’s true that I give them more... well it’s also linked to Mrs. X’s 
course (i.e., another course in the master program, SC), and so feedback, obviously I do it, 
I know the concept, I know towards what, how, which types, etc. and it’s true that I do it 
more efficiently. (T6)

In addition, collecting data, analyzing it, and writing a research paper seem to have 
been an important vehicle for changing their practices.

The metacognitive mediations, which were quite difficult at the beginning because the stu-
dents are not used to it, but uh... I didn’t believe in it, in fact, at the beginning, I didn’t think 
that I would have, that I would see a result on the writing, so I was in the end positively 
impressed to see that there was a difference in the writing. (T5)

From the interviews with the students, it was apparent that they had a sense of pride at the 
end of the project, they were proud and seemed aware of their progress. (T4)

It was also apparent from the interviews that in addition to changing their practices 
in teaching writing, teachers had adapted their vision of teaching and strengthened 
their overall practices.

When I teach history-geography, I encourage group discussions for these assignments. (T1)

17.4.6  Teachers as Knowledge Ambassadors and Resources 
in Their Schools

The six teachers out of the seven who fundamentally changed their practices 
expressed that they wanted to share them with their colleagues. They tried to con-
vince them to experiment with such changes as well. To do this, they told their col-
leagues about the positive results of the program, shared their experiences and the 
knowledge they had acquired during the training, and presented their students’ 
products. With the support of his principal, T7 even gave his colleagues a 1-day 
training session on the effective practices for teaching writing. T5, who is now a 
teacher trainer, shared the instructional program with her students and colleagues 
and purchased resources for the library.

I wanted to share this discovery with them and so I explained to them what the thesis con-
sisted of, the Itineraries system, I showed them examples of children‘s products, etc. to try 
to convince them to apply this method and to practice the teaching of writing differently in 
their class. (T3)

I even did a 1-day training and brought activities to life. I had asked the trainer for help to 
make sure I mastered things. (T7)
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In this way, they were able to convince some colleagues to follow them in imple-
menting effective practices for teaching writing. T3 persuaded her entire team to 
purchase the manuals and even acts as a mentor for other teachers in her school.

I use the itineraries. And by the way, I convinced my colleagues to get it, I think all the 
grades have it now. I even supervised my 5th grade colleague who was a little hesitant. I told 
him, “Go ahead, we’ll do some debriefs, I can help you” so I try to motivate them to 
start. (T3)

T6 explained that among her colleagues, there were many ways to react to her sug-
gestion that they integrate effective practices for teaching writing. She explained 
that only one colleague was directly receptive, the one who had completed a mas-
ter’s degree in education. For the others, she said they need time. And she also 
mentioned that some colleagues do not want to change their practices because they 
feel it is too much work:

Of course, I talked about it already to my close colleagues because they knew what I was 
working on. I told them about it, I showed them (...). Now, uh, with my direct colleague 
from 6th grade, clearly yes, she was into it, but she also did a master’s degree in education, 
so she also understands the scope, she sees the numbers, the results, so she also under-
stands, and she is motivated to do it. (...) People who are a little reluctant, you show them 
and even if they don’t do it at the same time as you, the same year, you show what you have 
done with your students, you show the products, the progress, etc. and that convinces them 
a little bit, you convince them a little like that. (T6)

17.5  Discussion and Conclusion

In the end, it appears that the participants in training and research had a desire to 
change their practices as a result of this experience. This further confirms the posi-
tive effects of training in research and by doing research (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; 
Dobber et al., 2012), when no inhibiting factors occur, such as institutional difficul-
ties or tensions related to the conditions of knowledge production (Aussel & Bedin, 
2019). We saw in the participants’ discourse that they were able to argue for their 
choices, linked to theoretical frameworks that they had understood and integrated. 
One lever for change was the analysis of data, giving the opportunity to better 
observe the students and to understand their functioning more precisely (Colognesi 
& März, 2023).

Therefore, of the seven teachers interviewed, six reported fundamentally chang-
ing their writing instruction practices so as to implement effective practices (Graham 
et al., 2012; Koster et al., 2015; Van Weijen & Janssen, 2018). All felt that they 
implemented rewrites, feedback, and scaffolding and were attentive to students’ 
relationship to writing. And six of the seven teachers added peer evaluation and 
eliciting student metacognition. But they specified that these practices were the 
most complex for them to implement, especially the metacognitive prompts. The 
participants said that they felt the least comfortable with this practice. This has also 
been noted in other works (Depaepe et  al., 2015; Vlassis et  al., 2014). This is 
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certainly one practice where teacher training can be improved, especially given the 
effects of metacognition on learning writing (Colognesi et al., 2020).

The teacher who did not introduce peer evaluation and metacognition into her 
writing instruction justified it by two main reasons. First, she explained that her 
teaching context is not suitable for these practices (Quinn & Kim, 2017). This is 
because she believes that students in her context do not have the skills to collaborate 
around evaluation of other students’ works. She also believes that they are not able 
to respond to metacognitive prompts. Second, she referred to the organizational 
environment factor (Penneman et al., 2016), by explaining that her colleagues pres-
sured her to stick to their common practices (Coppe et al., 2018).

Furthermore, one point that emerged from the analyses was that the teachers who 
participated in the training felt competent not only to change things in their practice 
but also to make a more ambitious change within their school. Participants explained 
that they shared practices with their colleagues. They tried to convince them to 
improve their writing instruction practices. In this way, they became resources/
trainers for their colleagues and positioned themselves as knowledge ambassadors. 
Thus, while the training of our participants was a long and demanding process for 
them in terms of investment, it seems that direct colleagues could benefit as well. 
This was a success in some schools. In this way, training to and through research 
tends to improve the quality of teaching for participants but also for the school 
(Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Dobber et al., 2012). It would be worthwhile for future 
research to examine the instructional practice of those teachers trained by a col-
league and their perceptions. It needs to be noted, however, that this training of 
colleagues did not occur in all schools, reinforcing the idea that changing practice is 
a long and complex process (Bélanger et al., 2012; Theureau, 2011).

17.6  Final Remarks

Limitations and Perspectives
Our study is not without its limitations. First, we worked with a small number of 
participants, which does not allow us to generalize the results. Second, we deliber-
ately based our investigation on the self-reported practices of the teachers. It would 
be interesting to see their actual practices as well through classroom observations, 
and as triangulated with their lesson plans, in order to really be able to substantiate 
the implementation of the practices discussed here. Third, the time spent between 
the training and the interviews was not identical for all participants, since they did 
not belong to the same cohort. This may have played a role in their greater or lesser 
implementation of certain practices.

Practical Implications
This study allows us to identify some practical implications for the teaching of writ-
ing. First of all, we should consider teacher training modules as research, with spe-
cific questions for the students to take up. Second, these questions should focus on 
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the two practices that seem most complex for teachers to implement: peer assess-
ment and metacognition. The challenge would then be to see how to implement 
these practices in a concrete and adaptable way for the school’s different audiences. 
Regarding peer evaluation, we could examine, for example, the following: how can 
students be helped to give feedback? What guidelines should be put in place so that 
students can give effective feedback to their peers? For metacognition, work could 
be done on the type of questions to ask students and at what times and also question 
the most effective modalities (is it better to have students say out loud or write down 
or both?). In this regard, it also seems necessary to work with teachers on beliefs 
and realities about metacognition, such as the fact that it is only accessible to a cer-
tain audience.
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Chapter 18
Writing to Understand and Being 
Understood: Basic Design Principles 
for Writing Instruction

Magdalena Flores-Ferres , Daphne Van Weijen ,  
Liselore Van Ockenburg , Anouk Ten Peze , Edith Alkema , 
Lieke Holdinga , and Gert Rijlaarsdam 

18.1  Introduction

18.1.1  Understanding and Being Understood

Language use provides a window on the world and makes it possible to analyze and 
understand natural and human phenomena without direct observation. We share 
knowledge about humans and the world through all sorts of texts, including fic-
tional, factual, verbal, and pictorial ones. Language teachers support their students’ 
development of competencies needed to understand these texts and to participate in 
knowledge production and sharing through texts, regardless of their topics. In other 
words, language teachers focus on helping students become literate, that is, learn 
how to read as well as write: “Learning to write makes one a better reader, and writ-
ing about material presented in other learning situations enhances comprehension of 
material read” (Graham, 2018a, p. 308).

Researchers have attempted to get a grip on what writing entails, both from a 
cognitive perspective (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; 
Kellogg, 1999) and from a social perspective on literacy (Perry, 2012). More 
recently, Graham (2018a) combined elements from both perspectives in the Writer(s) 
Within Community Model of Writing, in which he proposed how individuals act as 
writers and how they interact with others who influence them in their wider com-
munity, such as co-authors, classmates, readers, and other language users. In a 

M. Flores-Ferres · D. Van Weijen · L. Van Ockenburg · A. Ten Peze · E. Alkema · L. Holdinga 
· G. Rijlaarsdam (*) 
University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands
e-mail: magdalena.flores@summaedu.org; D.vanWeijen@uva.n; A.A.ten.peze@hva.nl; 
c.c.holdinga@uva.nl; g.c.w.rijlaarsdam@uva.nl

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-29286-6_18&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-29286-6_18
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2951-6708
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2937-2655
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1382-5936
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4448-6973
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8016-5205
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2543-6594
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2633-7336
mailto:magdalena.flores@summaedu.org
mailto:D.vanWeijen@uva.n
mailto:A.A.ten.peze@hva.nl
mailto:c.c.holdinga@uva.nl
mailto:c.c.holdinga@uva.nl
mailto:g.c.w.rijlaarsdam@uva.nl


394

revised version of the model, Graham placed greater emphasis on writers’ interac-
tion and communication with their readers (Graham, 2018b).

Writing is thus a participatory, communicative act. The writer tries to under-
stand – get a grip on the outside or inside world by writing and reading – and/or tries 
to be understood by others. In Moffett’s terms (1965), communication is constrained 
by three parameters: I (writer)-You (reader)-It (topic). In expressive writing, the 
focus is on getting a grip on one’s inner world, or even creating an inner world, such 
as in fiction writing, in which the writer creates relations with fictional characters. 
In such cases, the sender (“I”) creates an expressive “It” and is at the same time the 
understander (“You”) of their own created inner world. By contrast, the focus is on 
It, the external world, when the writer tries to understand, via readings, observa-
tions, and experiences how things work in that world. Such a text is driven by self- 
generated or externally imposed knowledge questions. When the writer wants to 
share her view with others, or is invited by others to do so, You, the reader, comes 
into focus. The assumption in all cases is that the author wants to understand and be 
understood, and will invest in the comprehension process, until a certain level of 
understanding is reached, in line with the way Van den Broek and Helder (2017) 
define the level of understanding in reading by individuals. Understanding through 
writing requires an internal level of coherence of understanding – motivation and 
effort – to be correlated in whoever reads the text, which means putting effort into 
understanding and into being understood.

At school, young writers share a lot of their writing, mostly with teachers. For 
multiple subjects, they must demonstrate their understanding of the topic at hand. 
Each text demonstrates the writer’s understanding. But what the teacher-reader 
takes from the text varies per school subject. Language teachers will focus on help-
ing students learn how to read, write, and guide their readers’ understanding of the 
message they wish to convey. In school subjects other than language and literature, 
the major focus in reading students’ work is on their representation of the subject’s 
content. The focus is on the text’s content elements, the real-world phenomena, and 
whether their relations are correctly represented, not so much or less on the writer’s 
personal stance, voice, and textual elaboration.

Language teachers often report a lack of self-efficacy in teaching reading and 
writing (Graham, 2019), which is confirmed for Chili (Flores-Ferrés et al., 2022b) 
as well as for the Netherlands (Rietdijk et al., 2017) . Both studies also indicated 
that many teachers do not feel well prepared to teach writing, due to a lack of con-
ceptual depth and practical tools. Therefore, they must rely mainly on what text-
books offer them. But it is only partly the quality of textbooks that creates good 
education: it is mainly the quality of the way teachers transform the textbook’s 
ingredients into engaging lessons and thus effective education. A convincing exam-
ple is Flores-Ferrés’ (2021) qualitative study that shows how differently teachers 
create lessons using the same national textbook. The level of coherence in the les-
sons she observed varied a lot. The most coherent and aligned learning units came 
from teachers who appeared to understand best what writing actually entails. Their 
deep understanding of writing enabled those teachers to reconstruct the thinking 
that is hidden below the surface in teaching materials and to adapt those materials 
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to their own insights and contexts by acting as teachers as redesigners instead of 
teachers as textbook transmitters.

In our view, such deep understandings are fundamental teacher’s beliefs and, 
therefore, the driving force for lifelong professionalization. The beliefs might be 
static, with some refinements occurring during teachers’ professional career, or 
dynamic, incorporating other views over time. These beliefs are essential when 
teachers design lessons and redesign textbook materials. Good teaching requires 
transforming the available materials before transmitting them to the class. In the 
next section, we will describe the three basic design principles for effective writing 
instruction and will propose a developmental pattern for how teachers might move 
forward in their teaching practice over time.

18.1.2  Professional Development Trajectory

Studies on teachers’ effectiveness have shown that teachers develop their repertoire 
of instructional activities over the years (see Van de Grift, 2010). From these stud-
ies, we also know what instructional activities are easier and which are more diffi-
cult to acquire (Kyriakides et al. (2009); see also Graham and Rijlaarsdam (2016)). 
Kyriakides et  al. provided results from which we synthesize three developmen-
tal phases.

The first instructional practices teachers generally acquire are managing learning 
time, structuring lessons, applying new knowledge by creating options to practice, 
and asking questions. Teachers usually acquire these practices in the first 5 years of 
their teaching career, during which they first learn to apply them with increasing 
frequency, followed by improved implementation in terms of quality.

The next set of instructional practices teachers develop consists of establishing 
teacher-student relations, facilitating student-student relations, and developing 
skills to assess and to provide feedback on students’ work.

The last set of practices teachers acquire consists of modeling thinking processes 
and stimulating students’ insight in the goals for activities that is giving students the 
opportunity to feel ownership of learning programs. In this last phase of profes-
sional development, effective teachers demonstrate their ability to differentiate 
between students for all the instructional activities we mentioned by adapting goals, 
learning time, and tasks to the levels and needs of groups of learners or individuals. 
However, only a relatively small sample of teachers tend to show signs of having 
attained this third phase of effective teaching (Van de Grift et al., 2011; Maulana 
et al., 2015).

Given this pattern of professional development, it is unrealistic to expect that all 
language teachers can effectively execute the three design principles of writing les-
sons that we will present in the next section. They vary in complexity along two 
dimensions. Dimension 1 is the dimension we just presented in this section: the 
progression in terms of professional growth in instructional activities, from manag-
ing task activities in whole classroom settings via modeling processes to adapt 
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learning activities to individuals. Dimension 2 is in terms of the depth of pedagogi-
cal content knowledge of teachers that form the basis of the instructional design, the 
condition for effective instruction.

18.2  Instructional Design: Three Phases 
of Increasing Complexity

The first phase of professional development focuses on establishing the most essen-
tial component of writing: a writer writes with the aim to be understood. In this first 
phase, teachers start to apply Design Principle 1 (DP1): Initiate communication and 
metacommunication. This requires designing tasks that engage students in authentic 
simulated communication by producing and reading texts, as well as in subsequent 
metacommunicative tasks. In curricular terms, teachers thus learn to adhere to the 
communicative task paradigm. When teachers design lessons according to this first 
principle, students will practice writing quite often, will experience and understand 
the function of writing, and will develop audience awareness when they receive 
feedback from their readers.

In phase 2, when teachers further develop the instructional activities needed to 
apply DP1, they may find room to teach writing strategies. In doing so, teachers 
move from pure communicative writing tasks to the procedural paradigm, which 
requires demonstrating  – not telling – procedural approaches how to compose a 
text. They can do this by implementing Design Principle 2: Demonstrate procedures 
in action, which includes modeling and other forms of independent learning.

Finally, in phase 3, once teachers become even more experienced, they will gain 
insight in the differences between students and the way they approach tasks. As a 
result, more room will appear for them to move into the conditional paradigm. The 
key feature of this paradigm is Design Principle 3: Differentiate in practice. Then 
teachers will not only demonstrate a procedure as in phase 2 but will be able to 
demonstrate multiple procedures for their students and will provide information 
about which procedure works best in which situation and for which learner. As a 
result, students will build knowledge on how to process tasks in different 
circumstances.

Overall, we propose that teachers first have to learn how to initiate communica-
tion through writing (DP 1: Initiate) during phase 1, before they can demonstrate 
effectively how students can do this (DP 2: Demonstrate) in phase 2, and finally 
differentiate to meet variations in students’ learning preferences (DP 3: Differentiate) 
in phase 3. Next, we will describe each of these three developmental phases in more 
detail and illustrate them using examples from earlier research.

M. Flores-Ferres et al.



397

18.2.1  Phase 1: The Simple Theory of Writing Education: 
Write, Read, and Communicate

Do and Reflect
A classroom is full of language users, who are both writers and readers. Students 
bring three roles with them when they are in the writing class: Writer, they write to 
solve a communicative problem; Reader, they read classmates’ texts and estimate 
whether the rhetorical goal has been reached; and Learner, they are at school to 
improve their writing, to extend their repertoire of rhetorical functions in different 
contexts and increase their verbal ability. The goal of writing education is to teach 
students how to connect these three roles. Teachers can do this by applying the first 
design principle: Initiate communication and metacommunication. This principle 
can be applied in two parts (Fig. 18.1). First, initiate communication, that is, the 
process of understanding and being understood. Students must experience to what 
extent the text functions rhetorically. Second, initiate metacommunicative tasks. 
Students must learn to communicate about how texts work, in terms of rhetorical 
goals, means, and effects.

Principle 1 Part A  – Initiate communication by establishing the writer-reader 
connection If students learn to write texts to be understood, then they must also 
learn how texts are received.

The application of Design Principle 1 (DP1A) occurs through deliberate prac-
tice. Students regularly practice reading and writing as communicative acts. They 
use language with a purpose. Thus, if we provide writing tasks, the written texts 
must be shared and read in class; student writers should experience that their texts 
are actually read, that is, they must experience their texts’ communicative function. 
The pleasant thing in language education is that students can write texts of any 
length from a young age. Their texts will not be perfect, will not adhere exactly to 
genre principles, or be optimally communicatively effective, but students can pro-
duce texts which are intended to be understood. The teacher shapes the context, for 
instance, an argumentative context, after which students attempt to write texts that 
intend to persuade their readers.

Fig. 18.1 Connect students’ roles in writing lessons
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Writer

Connect Readers and Writers Connect Metacommunication
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There is not much that a teacher-designer needs to implement DP1A: a writing 
task that motivates students to communicate, combined with a complementary task 
that ensures that those texts are read. The students experience communication in 
action when they have access to the reading response of at least one or preferably 
multiple readers. Thus, one student reads and tries to understand the message, while 
the writer notices whether the reader has understood by observing their peers, dur-
ing the reading process, and/or by reading their readers’ written reaction to their 
texts. Multiple readers per text have the advantage that writers learn that interpreta-
tions and evaluations may vary, which is natural in communication, and that readers 
experience multiple solutions for similar rhetorical issues.

This simple setup has been tried and tested in many different classroom settings 
and in different school subjects. For example, Michel Couzijn (1995) applied the 
principle in high school classes where students had to observe a brief physics exper-
iment, write an instruction based on what they had seen, and then observe peers who 
did not attend the demonstration trying to repeat the experiment based on their writ-
ten instructions. This enables students to see, first-hand, how successful their 
instructions were, which can motivate them to revise their texts (Rijlaarsdam et al., 
2006, 2008). This type of lessons has been developed and tested from mid-primary 
school (10 years old) to first year university level.

Similar lessons were designed for upper primary education. Students learned to 
write texts in different genres. The first lesson of a genre was to experience a genre’s 
rhetorical function. In each case, students were asked to write something that resem-
bled the target text without much instruction and then observed how readers 
responded to their texts. This made them aware of the communicative effect of their 
texts, what worked, and what did not work. For instance, after writing a description 
of an object, student writers were asked to observe readers (peers or the teacher) 
attempting to identify the described object (e.g., a shoe) among similar objects. 
While a reader tried to identify the object, students would experience that their text 
did not steer the reader’s mind and actions in the right direction: the communicative 
goal had not or only partially been met. Through this experience, a need for explicit 
instruction in the genre was created, and students became motivated to learn about 
it (Rietdijk et al., 2017, 2018).

Principle 1 Part B  – Initiating metacommunication Once students have been 
involved in the communication process, they can communicate about these texts in 
terms of intentions, means, and rhetorical effects.

The application of Design Principle 1B (DP1B) occurs as a result of a reprocess-
ing practice, in which students create rhetorical and linguistic knowledge via reflec-
tion, observation, and evaluation of produced texts and prior experiences. This 
mirrors how students learn from language use in their daily lives: they produce 
language for a purpose, notice the effect of their output by observing the receiver’s 
response, and then may adjust their language production when the response is not 
what was expected. At school, this learning process can be emphasized and magni-
fied. Communicating about texts is typically an activity in the language classroom, 
which does not occur often in other school subjects.
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The metacommunicative activity can vary from implicit to explicit in nature. The 
essential question is whether or to what extent the text has reached its communica-
tive goal. Readers must show their understanding of the text. Is it a description of a 
lost shoe? Then the reader must find that shoe in a pile of shoes at the front of the 
class. Is it an instructive text? Then readers show the writer how they struggle when 
they follow the instructions and the writer observes where readers get stuck, and 
then must “theorize” why it is that readers got stuck in that passage. Is it an exposi-
tory text on how volcanoes work, then readers show their understanding by produc-
ing a cause-and-effect scheme. In these examples, the metacommunicative activity 
is rather implicit: the reader acts as reader, not so much in a metacognitive role. But 
as soon as writers observe the reading process or the effect it has, writers move from 
the writer’s role into a learner’s role by noticing, observing, and evaluating the read-
er’s response.

The metacommunicative activity can become more explicit when readers are 
placed in a somewhat more evaluative role. For example, a lesson unit for writing 
persuasive texts divided students in the class into two groups, each with different 
roles. First, all students in the class wrote a persuasive text, in which they had to 
convince the Yummy Yummy candy bar company that they should send them the 
cinema tickets that were offered after collecting ten candy bar wrappers with tokens 
on them. Subsequently, students were split into a board of four candy bar company 
directors and groups of “researchers.” The board members compared groups of 
eight texts and chose two authors who would receive the cinema tickets. Meanwhile, 
the researchers observed the board’s discussion and made a list of the criteria and 
arguments the board used to make their choice. In the next lesson, the researchers 
presented their findings to the whole class. As a result, students noticed that they 
could improve their own texts by revising or rewriting their texts and were given the 
chance to apply the knowledge that they picked up through their observations. 
During the final lesson, both groups significantly revised their texts, but the research 
group (“the observers”) outperformed the board members in terms of text quality 
(see Amir et al. (2021) for more details).

This Yummy Yummy example shows a playful design in which readers evaluate 
texts when the candy bar factory board members read texts with a clear goal. It is an 
operationalization of the feedback phase during a writing task: produce a text and 
then check to what extent the text fulfils its goal: Bring your text to the test. This is 
also what happens in professional communication companies that test websites, 
pamphlets, or brochures during pretests with an audience (readers) to obtain indica-
tions about their effects. Such “reader tests” are more reader-oriented and 
communication- oriented than all kinds of rubrics and evoke richer metacommuni-
cation between readers and writers (Rijlaarsdam et al., 2009; Rietdijk et al., 2017).

A teacher designing and performing writing lessons in phase 1, by applying the 
simple theory of teaching writing, designs lessons to initiate new learning contents 
(new rhetorical functions), organizes natural feedback situations (DP1A), and offers 
metacommunicative learning activities in which students discuss and learn from 
comparing texts’ effects (DP1B). This enables students to gain insight in what a text 
does with a reader, as well as some insight in the relation between text features and 
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comprehension and acceptability processes. In most designs, students will receive 
all kinds of scaffolding to write the text, as teachers will, for instance, break down 
the process in stages (generate-organize-write-revise). However, the simple theory 
of writing does not provide students with knowledge about the writing process, at 
least not more than is achieved through self-initiated reflection. Therefore, the next 
element that can be added to a design is to emphasize what we know about writing 
processes and procedures to handle the complex task and to break down the com-
plexity into a series of steps.

18.2.2  Phase 2: Writing Processes: Procedural Knowledge 
in Action

Observe and Reflect
This phase focuses on teaching explicit procedural knowledge: knowledge about 
how to perform the task. Textbooks guide students with lists of steps and scaffolds, 
mostly in verbal form. For the instructive text that we discussed earlier in this chap-
ter, the textbook might provide students with several pieces of advice: first, list the 
steps of the procedure, mark these steps clearly, and then include precautions and 
checkpoints that the user of the manual can apply to see whether she is on track, 
such as the following:

Once you have pasted the plaster on the bicycle tire's inner tube, inflate the tube to check 
whether there are other leaks, before folding the inner tube into the outer tube.

The required learning activities are then that students must read and understand the 
guidance in the textbook and then apply the new and not yet experienced knowledge 
in another writing task.

This is a quite ineffective instructional activity. You can learn to fix the tire on a 
bicycle by looking at a manual, but you will learn faster with less effort by actually 
watching someone fix a tire while thinking aloud. The same principle holds for 
learning to write: if it is possible to observe writers who share their thinking when 
applying the strategy during text production, you will learn more effectively than by 
reading the task and even more than when applying the procedure yourself for the 
first time. What you see is the procedural knowledge in practice, not just in verbal 
form, as in a guide. The issue with applying a guide with actions what to do in writ-
ing a new text is that the student has a dual learning agenda: accomplishing the 
writing task, which requires much cognitive effort, and implementing the guide 
(verbalization of a strategy). Only strong learners can deal with such a dual agenda 
(Rijlaarsdam & Couzijn, 2000). Studies that compared the effect of written guides 
with modeling shows that for complex cognitive activities in writing instruction, 
modeling is more effective (Casado-Ledesma et al., 2021; Mateos et al., 2020).

Therefore, when designing writing lessons in which students gain access to pro-
cedural knowledge in action, teachers should apply Design Principle 2: Demonstrate 
how to write! (You may replace “write” by all possible subprocesses! How to 
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generate! How to revise! How to choose rhetorical strategies, formulations! This 
can be done in multiple ways, but we recommend at least two options: (1) demon-
strating by modeling strategies and (2) demonstrating by observing writers in action.

Option 1: Demonstrating by modeling A teacher models the process of imple-
menting a strategy (how to write an instructional text, where to start with, etc.) live 
in class, by thinking about the communicative situation, the steps, writing sentences 
and paragraphs aloud, checking whether the reader will understand the steps, revise, 
delete, insert, elaborate, moving back and forth, etc. Learners can benefit from 
observing a perfect model who performs the task most effectively or a model who 
is still learning during the task performance (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2002). The 
model may also show affective elements of the writing process such as persistence, 
motivation, joy in writing, and/or self-efficacy. Nowadays, some textbooks provide 
teachers with scripts for how to model such processes (see, for example, Rietdijk 
et al. (2018)).

Option 2: Observing writers in action A teacher can provide learners access to 
processes in action. This can be done, for example, by implementing reciprocal 
learning, invented and tested by Brown and Palincsar (1987) for reading and imple-
mented in writing lessons by Lopez et al. (2017). In such cases, practicing a com-
posing strategy is done in pairs: one student tries to apply the strategy that was 
modeled by the teacher or scripted in the textbook, while the other student monitors 
how the peer works with the strategy and can ask questions, direct, provide feed-
back, etc. This is another example of role theory being applied: in this case, the 
learner’s two roles – applying and monitoring – are carried out by two students, with 
separate roles.

A teacher can also show students videos of learners thinking aloud when apply-
ing the strategy, with or without screen films that show the emerging text as it 
appears. Nowadays, some teachers also create videos (Van Ockenburg, February 2, 
2019, https://youtu.be/Y_Q- 7s_aTcA). Learning by observing such animations 
requires students to contrast and compare them (e.g., process shown in video vs. 
own process, two videos with different approaches, weak vs. strong approach), 
which has proven to be an effective learning activity (Braaksma et  al., 2002; 
Rijlaarsdam et al., 2012). Comparing and contrasting are analytic, reflective actions, 
which lead to procedural knowledge.

18.2.3  Phase 3: Adapting to Differences: Conditional 
Knowledge in Action

Choose and Reflect
The way students compose a text varies greatly and varies over tasks. In extremis, 
some students cannot write before they know what they have to say: they need quite 
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some preparation time and/or must make notes or schemes before they can start 
writing. Other students cannot think about what they have to say before the act of 
writing: they need to produce text to be able to invent what they have to say. Research 
has shown that adapting learning paths to these extremes is effective (Kieft et al., 
2006, 2007, 2008). Providing students with learning paths to choose from enables 
them to explore what suits them best and is also an effective instruction strategy 
(Van Ockenburg et  al., 2021, 2023). However, these individual tendencies to 
approach a writing task are not fixed: students can vary their approaches per task, 
depending on how interested they are in the topic or how much they already know 
about it (Van Steendam et al., 2022).

Teachers will become aware in a certain phase during their professional develop-
ment that task approaches can differ in their classes and must adjust instruction on 
procedural knowledge to individual differences. They can do so by applying Design 
Principle 3: Differentiate writing instruction to meet students’ individual needs. The 
required knowledge about conditions for the implementation procedures grows as 
teachers become more experienced over the years, by having observed many stu-
dents at work and having listened to their experiences, obstacles, and solutions. 
When teachers provide students with choices for procedural paths, and ask students 
to reflect on their choices, they induce metacognitive awareness or conditional 
knowledge. Subsequently, students begin to realize what works best for them and 
under which conditions.

18.3  Instructional Designs: Examples from Practices

In this section, we will provide six examples of writing instruction from practice. 
Two examples are teachers’ authentic practices, based on two case studies from 
Chile, from Grades 7 and 8 of public schools (Flores-Ferrés et al., 2022a). The other 
four were designed and tested by teacher-researchers in the Innovative Language 
Education Lab of the University of Amsterdam. Their designs are based on design 
principles distilled from the most recent insights in strategy instruction available at 
the time. Then these designs were trialed and tested to determine their effects in 
practice. Two designs were tested in Dutch language classes: creative writing (Ten 
Peze et al., 2022) and synthesis writing (Van Ockenburg et al., 2021, 2023). The 
other two designs aimed to improve texts in other subjects than language classes: 
synthesis writing in the science orientation curriculum (Alkema et al., 2021) and 
responses to evaluative questions in the history curriculum (Holdinga et al., 2022).

The examples represent various genres: expressive writing, argumentative writ-
ing (book review), creative fiction writing, and synthesis writing. Three of the 
examples focus on synthesis writing, as a curricular response to the changes in 
modern media, which has caused sources of information to become more numerous 
and more readily accessible. One of the greatest challenges educators currently face 
is teaching students how to find reliable sources and then analyze and process them. 
The synthesis writing task is a task in which all these skills come together.
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Fig. 18.2 Three embedded 
components for describing 
instructional designs

To facilitate comparison between these examples, we use a model by Ten Peze 
et al. (2022) adapted from Schacter et al.’s (2006) creative teaching framework. The 
model’s core is the learning content  – what must be learned, embedded in the 
mode – and how to learn it, which is in turn embedded in the intervention’s learning 
conditions (Fig. 18.2).

We present examples according to the three developmental phases we presented 
in Sect. 18.2, with two examples per phase to demonstrate the possible variation 
within each phase. For phase 1, in which teachers implement a form of the simple 
theory of writing, we will discuss the two Chilean practices by Joanna and Margarita 
in terms of DP1; they are both task-based designs, both inspired by the same theme 
of the national curriculum, but rather different in aims, purpose, and audience. For 
phase 2, in which Dutch teacher-researchers apply DP2 (Demonstrate), we will dis-
cuss examples related to the procedural paradigm, about creative writing in the lan-
guage curriculum (Anouk) and synthesis writing in a discipline (Edith). Finally, for 
phase 3, we will discuss two examples on synthesis writing in which teachers 
attempt to apply DP 3 (Differentiate) within the conditional paradigm in language 
lessons (Liselore) and in history lessons (Lieke).

18.3.1  Design Phase 1: Margarita and Joanna

In this section, we provide two examples from Chilean teaching practice, based on 
a multiple case study that aimed to gain insight into how teachers deal with the 
Chilean poly-paradigmatic intended curriculum for writing education (Flores- 
Ferrés et  al., 2022a). Findings revealed that two out of the five teachers under 
study – Joanna and Margarita – each articulated various paradigms from the intended 
curriculum into one coherent writing unit. Joanna was teaching Spanish in Grade 7 
and Margarita in Grade 8. Both teachers worked in Santiago, the capital of Chile, 
which is the densest populated city in a highly centralized country. In both cases, the 
school’s intended curriculum aimed to prepare students to pursue higher education. 
Both schools were successful in this regard: In 2020, both were among the 30 best- 
ranked public schools in the national test for university entrance that students need 
to pass to enter higher education (“Revisa los rankings…”, 2020). Additionally, 
both Joanna and Margarita had a high number of students in their classes: 40 for 
Joanna and 45 for Margarita.
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Next, we will describe Joanna’s and Margarita’s instructional design and will 
compare and contrast them based on the components shown in Fig. 18.2: content, 
mode, and condition. Both teachers designed the learning units themselves and 
brought their self-designed resources to the class. In the case of Margarita, these 
resources were complementary to the instructional sequence provided by the 
national textbook for Grade 8. Both units focused on stereotypes and prejudices, a 
content that was delivered by the national textbook for that period of the academic 
year for both Grades 7 and 8.

Margarita: Learning to Write a Book Review
In Margarita’s lessons, students wrote a book review on a drama piece. Students 
read the drama and answered questions about the text provided by the textbook, 
focusing on the theme of stereotypes and prejudices. Margarita then added compo-
nents one by one (episodes 2 and 3) toward an integrative, whole task, the book 
review (episode 3). Students explored the genre characteristics and the linguistic 
devices to prepare for that writing task and shared their written texts (episode 4) 
(Fig. 18.3). The task set did not contain a reference to an audience for the text.

Joanna: Expressing Your Experiences
In Joanna’s lessons, students wrote a personal story based on their experiences of 
stereotypes and prejudices. This task was preceded by and open oral whole class 
conversation to explore the theme and personal experiences and information about 
the structure of the narrative and stepwise guidance during the final task (Fig. 18.4).

18.3.1.1  Comparative Analysis

Learning Content
In both cases, promoting students’ understanding and critical thinking of sociocul-
tural content is the essential learning content, next to the acquisition of genre knowl-
edge. Both designs focused on understanding the concept of stereotypes and 
prejudices, in alignment with the national curriculum of the subject Spanish for 
Grades 7 and 8 and to genre acquisition, narrative (Joanna), and book review 
(Margarita). The relation between these two content learning goals was different: in 
Margarita’s practice, the focus was using the content of a metalinguistic aim, learn-
ing to write a specific genre, the book review about a literary text that dealt with the 
theme stereotypes; in Joanna’s practice, the focus was on expressing personal expe-
riences and considerations on the theme stereotypes.

A consequence of this difference in priority of content goals is that in Margarita’s 
unit, the content of writing is somewhat fixed, as the literary text is the point of 
departure, to be used to fulfil the genre acquisition goal. Students must position 
themselves as book reviewers. In Joanna’s unit, however, the content of writing is 
personal and subjective, within the theme of stereotypes and prejudices, with stu-
dents positioning themselves as authors of genuine experiences.

This difference in prioritizing goals also appears in the attention paid to genre 
knowledge. Joanna provided students with the macro-textual structures of the 
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Fig. 18.3 Writing a book review in the language curriculum by Margarita

narrative genre via direct instruction when the writing task was introduced, to sup-
port students’ expressive writing. Margarita identified and promoted students’ 
understanding of genre characteristics. She provided definitions and explanations of 
linguistic concepts such as coherence and cohesion. For the macro-textual structure, 
Margarita projected a text example which had been previously written by one of the 
class’ pupils via power point slides. For the micro-linguistic features, she provided 
oral examples and a rubric to support students’ revision of their texts, focusing on 
the learning content taught in this unit.

Learning Mode
The differences between the two views on writing in these two teachers’ practices 
are also visible in the mode of learning. What these practices share is that purposes 
for writing are stated – personal expressive versus academic book review – but the 
audience is not made explicit.

What they also share is a structured set of instructional episodes, well aligned, 
working toward a text that is written in episode 3.

Both units prepare the writing tasks with a language activity in a different modal-
ity, as content generating activity; writing a text is writing as an informed author. In 
Joanna’s unit, the chosen mode is whole class explorative oral communicative 
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Fig. 18.4 Writing a personal interpretative narrative in the language curriculum by Joanna

activity, while in Margarita’s unit, it is reading and critical interpreting a literary 
text that presented stereotypes, especially gender stereotypes, with subsequent 
questions for students to reflect critically on the stereotypes in the text.

In both units, the writing task is supported with genre knowledge. In alignment 
with the teaching goals, this support is prominent and extensive in Margarita’s unit, 
while Joanna only spent about 10–15 minutes showing some slides on the structure 
of a narrative. In addition, Margarita included more learning activities to guide stu-
dents’ awareness of the linguistic ingredients of a book review. She presented the 
text structure and the concept of coherence via direct instruction. Later she pre-
sented micro-linguistic information about cohesion. Finally, in the peer feedback 
phase, she instructed students to focus on cohesion and discourse markers.

Sharing texts happened in both units, but with different functions. In Margarita’s 
practice, students were asked to provide feedback before a revision phase, using a 
predefined rubric, which included the linguistic items that were taught in this unit. 
In Joanna’s unit, by contrast, students shared their texts only when they wrote 
in pairs.

Learning Conditions
In both units, the teachers adapted the national curriculum to the specific interests 
and needs of their students (Flores-Ferrés, 2021). However, the views on these 
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interest and needs were different for both teachers and shaped by contextual factors. 
Joanna, for instance, described her students as being very critical toward the system, 
politically active and rebellious. She therefore focused on engaging students, by 
listening to their interests and needs. As a result, it is essential for Joanna to provide 
room for students’ personal expression. During her lessons, she is an authentic lis-
tener to students’ experiences in the whole class exploratory discussion on stereo-
types and prejudices, encouraging them to express their experiences, thoughts, and 
emotions, in a respectful environment in which no contributions were judged. And 
while students wrote, Joanna moved desk-by-desk providing feedback from the 
reader’s perspective: “Please stop at this point; you want me to want to read it, get 
it? You want to leave me in suspense.”

Margarita defined her students as ambitious and interested in obtaining the best 
grades. Students demanded a high pace of learning activities and scaffolding as 
much as possible to realize the best possible learning outcomes or grades to enter 
university. Hence, Margarita sees her writing course as a course in preparatory, 
academic writing and presents herself as source of genre knowledge.

18.3.1.2  Critical Analysis of Margarita’s and Joanna’s Designs

Margarita: Writing a Book Review
We situate Margarita’s practice in Design Phase 1, as an effectively aligned series of 
learning activities, which prepare for a final task. The lessons aimed at critically 
understanding a certain literary text, in relation to the sociocultural theme “stereo-
types and prejudices” that plays a role in that text. Students must show their under-
standing via a book review, written for their teacher. Here, the act of writing serves 
the process of understanding the sociocultural theme, with a strong focus on the 
connection between “It,” the sociocultural theme, and an undefined reader (“You”). 
The writing task is not meant to be communicative but is instead a vehicle for under-
standing “It,” the sociocultural theme.

However, it might be that understanding of the sociocultural concept is not the 
main learning aim, but rather the understanding of macro-linguistic knowledge 
(genre knowledge, the construct of coherence, cohesive devices). Therefore, the 
structure of the book review is taught in this class, with several learning activities, 
one of which is the discussion of an authentic student text in a pre-flection phase. 
The text serves as an illustration of the genre requirements the teacher instructs, but 
at the same time, while the text is authentic, students are not placed in an authentic 
reader role, but in a metacommunicative one.

Learning about texts seems to be the dominant driving force for these lessons: 
teaching academic writing skills and genre knowledge. Learning to write in these 
lessons is basically learning to apply rhetorical knowledge. This position is illus-
trated when the teacher promotes students’ learning about their texts: This is not 
about discussing the texts that were written but about applying new knowledge in an 
evaluation task. When the teacher instructs the students to exchange their texts and 
provide feedback to each other, she presents linguistic content related to the 
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discursive genre: the book review. Specifically, the linguistic content is about coher-
ence (the previous lesson) and cohesion. With this feedback task, students do not 
aim to read the text as a contribution to the discourse about the book that is reviewed 
or to the literary text. Students are placed in the role of evaluators of certain textual 
qualities. In doing so, they fulfil a teacher’s role instead of a reader’s role. No signs 
of the procedural or conditional design principles were observed.

What this practice shows is a well-organized series of learning activities in the 
perspective of academic genre-based writing, without writing with a communica-
tive function, and with a focus on metacognitive knowledge about a specific genre.

Joanna: Writing a Personal Story and Writing to Understand
We consider Joanna’s practice as representing Design Phase 1: write-read- 
communicate. It is guided by DP 1 (initiate communication): students use language 
with a purpose – explorative oral communication about a sociocultural phenomenon 
and writing for understanding and to express themselves. The understanding con-
cerns sociocultural concepts, from a critical perspective, relating the concept to per-
sonal experiences, by sharing experiences and expressive, explorative writing. Here, 
the act of writing serves the process of understanding, with a strong focus on the 
connection between the student (“I”) and the phenomenon (“It”). The reader (“You”) 
is the student herself: they write mostly for their own understanding.

Formally, metacommunicative activities and procedural and conditional knowl-
edge in action are not part of this practice. The writing process is broken down in 
phases, such as generating ideas, drafting, etc., but procedures regarding how to 
write such a personal narrative are not taught. Yet, the lessons did show glimpses of 
the teacher’s application of procedural and conditional knowledge when she sup-
ports individual students. She offers different strategies, for instance, when a stu-
dent is blocked, responding to their unique needs.

What we see here, in these lessons, is a well-balanced and aligned series of learn-
ing activities related to deliberate practice, which is a Phase 1 Design, without meta-
communicative tasks.

18.3.2  Design Phase 2: Anouk and Edith

Anouk’s Design
Anouk, a Dutch teacher-researcher, designed and tested a unit on creative writing 
for 15–16-year-old students who were unfamiliar with creative writing. Figure 18.5 
shows the structure of the unit. Lessons 2–5 form the heart of the unit, in which 
students practiced the key strategy of divergent thinking in each lesson, drafted a 
short story applying a new narrative textual element, and shared their written texts 
with peer “authors.” Lesson 1 placed the unit in a metacognitive perspective on what 
the concept of creativity entails and introduced and practiced divergent thinking, 
while lesson 6 is an integration lesson.
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Edith’s Design
Edith, a Dutch teacher-researcher, designed and tested a unit for Grade 10 science 
orientation classes to teach students how to write synthesis texts (Fig. 18.6). In the 
core of the unit (lessons 4–6), students carried out a strategy-oriented pattern of 
learning activities to become acquainted with three basic task strategies: selecting 
information from contrasting sources, organizing this information in a logical way, 
and connecting this information in prose. Lessons 3–5 resulted in elements that 
students could use in lesson 6, in which they wrote a synthesis text based on the 
sources that were introduced in lesson 4. Lessons 1–3 were “pre-flection” lessons, 
in which students built up a task representation of the text quality dimensions and 
the task processes. Lesson 7 provided students with the opportunity to transfer the 
strategies learned to a new synthesis task based on contrasting sources.

18.3.2.1  Comparative Analysis

Learning Content
Both units aim to help students develop strategies to tackle writing tasks: divergent 
thinking in creative writing (Anouk) and selecting, organizing information, and 
connecting information critically in synthesis tasks (Edith). In both units, under-
standing and being understood govern the learning activities. Readers must under-
stand the fictitious worlds presented in creative texts (Anouk) and the source-based 
text without any prior knowledge of the sources (Edith). While Edith’s design 
focuses on learning about science orientation as a discipline, her design explicitly 
stimulates students to improve their texts’ coherence (Van den Broek & Helder, 
2017) to fully understand the source information before text production can start.

Fig. 18.5 Creative writing in the language curriculum by Anouk Ten Peze
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In addition to a creative process strategy, Anouk added learning content about 
narrative strategies: each lesson (2, 3, 4, 5) introduced a new element, such as dia-
logue, tension building, narrative elements crucial to the plot, and perspective.

Learning Mode

Strategy Instruction
Both units applied strategy-oriented instruction sequences to teach writing texts 

in a cumulative way, embedded in pre-flection and transfer tasks.
Both designs contained a fixed set of learning activities. For creative writing, 

compare and contrast example texts or writing processes, generate ideas through 
divergent thinking, select by convergent thinking, and apply new knowledge, fol-
lowed by evaluation. Each series of activities was aligned to the target task of that 
lesson (Baer, 2013; Beghetto & Kaufman, 2014). The choice of the two creative 
thinking strategies was based on the Geneplore model (Finke et al., 1992). In this 
model, two sets of processes constantly interact: generative processes, which create 
ideas, and exploratory processes, which investigate, elaborate, and test those ideas.

In Edith’s design for synthesis writing, the set of learning activities used in les-
sons 4 and 5 were direct instruction, compare and contrast, observation and evalua-
tion, and practice. Collaboration in the form of pair work, followed by a short whole 
class sharing activity and discussion, was also planned in each lesson.

Modeling
Both designs followed Design Principle 2 (Demonstrate) and provided learners’ 

access to processes by demonstration and application. In Anouk’s design, students 
compared and contrasted strong and weak examples of mind maps and short videos 
in which peer models wrote a creative text. They shared their findings with each 
other in small groups, followed by a teacher-led whole class discussion. Application 

Fig. 18.6 Synthesis writing in science orientation classes by Edith Alkema
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followed, by having students draft their stories for 20 of the 50 minutes of class 
time. To end the lesson, students read or listened to each other’s stories in their peer 
groups. Each story was provided with various forms of feedback, applying learner’s 
dialogues and peer feedback during this phase. Most feedback was written on post-
 it notes, but students also consulted each other on the stories and on the feedback 
given and received in open dialogues about their creative stories (Davies et al., 2012).

Edith applied principle 2 as well, by offering various short video clips in which 
she demonstrated a crucial part of a strategy (observational learning) and provided 
opportunities to practice that strategy, mostly in collaborative pair work, followed 
by a teacher-led whole class discussion.

The Reader-Writer Connection
The writer-reader connection is one of the fundamental principles of the creative 

writing unit and was used to establish a learning environment conducive to creativ-
ity. For all five lessons (2–6), the unit created a writer-reader community: all texts 
written in class were read in small groups and feedback was shared. It is not only 
important for students to evaluate and discuss their own work with others in writing 
instruction but also for creative thinking in general (Cropley, 1995). Moreover, 
feedback is essential for the creative process (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2014). 
Therefore, feedback was provided on each text and briefly discussed, in line with 
DP 1B: initiate metacommunication. Students provided recommendations and com-
pliments regarding each other’s stories and discussed what makes a story creative 
and how to improve their stories.

In Edith design, the reader-writer relation was planned in lessons 1 and 5. In les-
son 2, students compared and ranked three texts in small groups, which were written 
by anonymous peers on a similar task that they had fulfilled in lesson 1. Here stu-
dents were put in a metacommunicative role (DP1B) and students provided feed-
back on each other’s texts in lesson 5.

Task Representation
To emphasize the relevance of strategy training, both designs started with a task 

representation activity, a whole task experience, in which students wrote a target 
task without instructions. In Anouk’s design, this was followed by a lesson meant to 
encourage students’ intrinsic motivation and affective attitude to writing. The first 
lesson was a metacognitive lesson in which students learned that creative thinking 
is a valuable process that can be learned. To build a knowledge base, the teacher 
explained the nature of creativity, the difference between divergent and convergent 
thinking, and the different notions of creativity: from mini-c to big-C (Beghetto & 
Kaufman, 2007). Students explored their own ideas about creativity in a group and 
compared them to others after which they performed a short divergent group 
exercise.

In Edith’s design, students explored the text quality dimension for synthesis texts 
in lesson 2 by ranking three texts in small groups and then listing the quality dimen-
sion that could explain the ranking, followed by a teacher-led whole class discus-
sion. Students also observed a model in a video, who demonstrated how she went 
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through the main phases of the process of selecting, organizing, and connecting 
information from the sources with her own knowledge while thinking aloud.

Learning Conditions
Typical learning content for writing a fictional text requires imagination. The 
author’s relationship to the reference object (“It”) is different than in an expository 
or argumentative text. In an expository text, authors share the world they are writing 
about with their readers. The external world is represented internally in the writer 
and then represented in a text, and the reader recreates the world in the text and then 
uses the knowledge about the external world. In a fiction text, however, authors cre-
ate an internal world in interaction with the writing process (Doyle, 1998). This 
internal world is then represented in a text, and the reader must recreate this world, 
using the knowledge of the internal world and the knowledge about the genre of 
fiction. Most important in writing fiction is that the author is engaged in the creation 
of the internal world. Therefore, Anouk’s unit provided opportunities for choice and 
discovery. Students could choose between parallel assignments, which were all 
open-ended, as is the nature of creative tasks, and which provided them with some 
freedom.

In Edith’s unit, students’ motivation was stimulated by the choice of topics for 
the writing task in lessons 1, 5, and 6. They were all topics about current issues in 
society and the news, backed up with sources that represented scientific, contrasting 
perspectives. As this was the first time that this age group was confronted with syn-
thesis writing, the complexity of the tasks should not be too high. Reading source 
materials from paper and processing information on paper (underlining, adding 
comments) was expected to be less demanding, as was writing the text on the 
computer.

Finally, to optimize time-on-task, a strict pacing of learning activities was 
adhered to in both designs.

18.3.2.2  Critical Analysis

Creative Writing (Anouk)
The design clearly implements DP 1A that we presented in the introduction: initiate 
communication. The learning unit encourages students to write from their authentic 
experiences of texts. In addition, it creates a community of learners in which writers 
communicate with their readers and vice versa. Students also write for an authentic 
audience, “classmates in their roles of writing lab members,” and could choose 
between different tasks. The readers then read those texts, which were written based 
on prompts that were unknown to them, which enhanced authentic reading. The 
focus in the writing tasks is on “I,” the authors, exploring their imagination with the 
help of divergent generating strategies.

The lesson series also implements Principle 1B to a certain extent: initiate meta-
communication. Readers provide writers with authentic feedback, via written advice 
on post-it notes. They act as peer authors, in responding and advisory roles, which 
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points to principle 1B. The feedback session also includes conversation between 
authors and readers, which creates talk about texts and relations between text fea-
tures and responses, which is typical for principle 1B.

This design also provides students with a strategy to deal with creative tasks, and 
therefore, it moves to phase 2. It provides students with procedural knowledge: 
creative thinking strategies. It implements a procedural approach for all students, 
presenting a fixed series of learning activities for the cognitive strategy instruction, 
especially focusing on divergent thinking, a key for creative processes. So, the 
design provides students with a procedure and trains this procedure repeatedly. 
Modeling is present in this unit once: students observe processes of a weaker and 
stronger student-author in a video clip. However, students are given relatively few 
chances to see and hear this procedure in action (they observe two videos during one 
lesson). But overall, this design does not demonstrate much procedural knowledge, 
as characterized by Design Principle 2 (Demonstrate). Instead, the design provides 
students with many opportunities to practice the strategy, especially the divergent 
thinking processes, in all lessons.

Therefore, we conclude that this design is on the threshold between Design 
Phases 1 and 2, closer to 2 than to 1. It offers structured, well-designed tasks to 
practice all kinds of generating strategies. The lessons require good classroom man-
agement to pace the learning activities (characteristic for Design Phase 1), with 
much freedom for students (topic and subtask choices). Teachers may use the vid-
eos for modeling and do not need to model processes themselves (DP2). This means 
that teachers can teach and design such lessons effectively when they have com-
pleted their first professional learning cycle. However, note that the metacognitive 
instruction lesson requires theoretical and practical insight in creativity and creative 
processes. Textbooks may provide materials for such lessons. However, it is the 
teacher’s understanding of those materials and their ability to transform and adapt 
them to their students’ level.

Writing for Understanding Issues in Science Orientation Classes (Edith)
We classify this Design as a Phase 2 Design. It is aimed at promoting students’ 
acquisition of synthesis writing skills, to promote their understanding of issues in 
science that are relevant to understanding current societal issues, and to be under-
stood when communicating their stance on such issues. To do so, students must 
learn to read conflicting sources carefully, organize the information, take a critical 
stance by retrieving prior knowledge on the topic, and then write. The intervention 
teaches procedural knowledge on each of the subskills, showing students the proce-
dures for each of the critical phases in the process by modeling, which are clearly 
indications of a Phase 2 Design. Students must understand the issues (“It”), write to 
be understood (“You”), and relate their knowledge about the issue to the source 
information (“I”).

The Design also includes elements from Design Phase 1: Students’ own experi-
ence of the tasks/the texts is considered as a basis for learning. Students’ own expe-
rience is considered necessary when they write an uninstructed synthesis task and 
reflect on this text and their experience when prompted to compare the experience 
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and insight with other texts. It is not so much “reading texts for understanding,” 
what students are expected to do, but evaluating peers’ texts against a rubric that 
was introduced and trained in the pre-flection phase. The “reader” of the text is not 
the authentic reader reading for comprehension.

The Design includes other elements that refer to Design Phase 2 as well. In sev-
eral instances, the teacher clearly shows procedural knowledge in action for strate-
gies that are included in the design via recorded slide presentations which 
demonstrate how to read and comprehend sources, select information, organize the 
information, and then write step-by-step.

It is unlikely to observe such a lesson design in subject teachers’ practice, as it 
requires insight in the subprocesses of such a reading-writing-thinking task and the 
courage and insight to demonstrate specific task processes: procedural knowledge 
in action. This insight must be acquired during teacher training, in which trainees 
also see how teacher educators use modeling activities in instruction and provide 
students with observation tasks to gain insight in writing and reading processes.

18.3.3  Design Phase 3: Liselore and Lieke

Liselore’s Design
Liselore, a Dutch teacher-researcher, designed and tested a learning unit for the 
language curriculum, aimed at Grade 9 students, who need to master basic synthe-
sizing skills and write to be understood. From a curricular point of view, students 
should first be allowed to fully focus on the basic processes of synthesizing. These 
three basic strategies are instructed in lessons 3–5 (Fig. 18.7). The unit included 
four phases: pre-flection, strategy instruction, task integration, and evaluation. In 
the first phase, the emphasis was on “pre-flection”: previewing and experiencing the 
whole task that would be the object of the upcoming lesson series and evaluating 
model synthesis texts to develop an elaborate task representation. The second phase 
was an instructional phase. This phase was repeated three times (lessons 3–5), and 
with each repetition, a new strategy was added. In the integration phase, students 
had to apply all the strategies taught so far in a new task. The last phase emphasized 
“reflection” via the evaluation of the texts written in the integrative phase; students 
looked back on what they had learned during this lesson series.

In the pre-flection phase (lessons 0–2), students investigated their personal pref-
erences to deal with writing tasks and gained insight in two main strategies (rapid 
drafting vs. preplanning) and chose which strategy they would try out in lessons 
3–5. In lesson 6, they had the opportunity to reflect on their first choice and could 
choose again which strategy to apply when writing a new, complete text. This text 
was evaluated in lesson 7, shared with other students, and then students considered 
whether they had made the best choices in lessons 2 and 6.
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Fig. 18.7 Synthesis writing for novices in the language curriculum by Liselore Van Ockenburg

Lieke’s Design
To support history teachers in providing support to Grade 11 students’ historical 
writing, Lieke, a Dutch teacher-researcher, designed and tested a discipline-specific 
reading-writing unit. In doing so, she took teachers’ unwavering focus to develop 
students’ content knowledge into account. Therefore, the unit focused on writing to 
understand. Central to the learning unit was the development of students’ historical 
understanding through writing, which would provide the opportunity to develop 
both understanding of historical content and historical writing at the same time.

Figure 18.8 shows the unit’s structure. Students start their learning sequence by 
experiencing an evaluative writing task. Next, the sequence continues with iterative 
cycles of building, applying, and evaluating new knowledge which builds up histori-
cal writing, while gradually releasing scaffolds. Two cycles of practicing the taught 
strategy (lessons 4–5 and 6–7) are preceded by lessons 1–3, in which students expe-
rienced the whole task (lesson 1), related their own approach with peers (videoed), 
and constructed knowledge about dimension of text quality by ranking example 
texts, which responded to the task students fulfilled in lesson 1.

18.3.3.1  Comparative Analysis

Learning Content
Both designs aimed to teach reading-writing strategies. In Liselore’s unit, these are 
the basic cognitive strategies for selecting, as well as organizing and connecting. 
This design focuses on cognitive strategies. Through a systematic review (Van 
Ockenburg et al., 2019), she identified three synthesizing processes that should be 
part of an intervention: selecting, organizing, and connecting (Spivey & King, 
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Fig. 18.8 Responding to evaluative issues in the history curriculum by Lieke Holdinga

1989). Therefore, if students must learn to compose better synthesis texts, then they 
must learn to apply strategies for selecting, organizing, and connecting.

Lieke’s design was a mix of general cognitive strategies, as in Liselore’s design, 
and discipline-specific aspects. Disciplines have their own epistemology, own ways 
of conducting research and reasoning, own principles and contexts to describe and 
analyze phenomena, own types of sources, and own genres and use of language 
(Goldman et al., 2016). Writing in history requires, for example, specific attention 
to source materials: “sourcing” is key in this discipline (Brante & Strømsø, 2018). 
Therefore, when teaching students how to write a good text in a specific discipline, 
it is important to highlight the discipline-specific aspects in the reading and writing 
process and the product – the resulting text. The specific discipline requires that 
students learn specific paths of historical reasoning that take into account multiper-
spectivity. History might be seen as a construction of mental models of past phe-
nomena (Wiley et  al., 2014), for which reading and evaluating different source 
materials becomes logically necessary.

Both designs focused on building awareness of strategy options and on aware-
ness of personal writing routines. During schooling, students develop personal rou-
tines to prevent cognitive overload, which is inherent to complex tasks such as 
writing. They decompose the writing process into “steps” that they perform in a 
certain order: a writing routine (Kieft & Rijlaarsdam, 2005). However, when a task 
is new or complicated, a routine can prove insufficient and interact with the effec-
tiveness of strategy instruction (Baaijen et al., 2014; Kieft et al., 2007; Torrance & 
Galbraith, 2006). Hence, an instructional design must pay attention to raising 
awareness of students’ own writing routines, if we want them to learn to compose 
better synthesis texts.
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Learning Mode
Lieke’s design is built on discipline-specific, evaluative, explorative writing tasks 
based on sources, which evoke multiperspectivity. The basic format is “To what 
extent did X causes Y?.” Such tasks prompt students to explore various perspectives 
on an issue and the underpinning arguments and to ultimately take a substantiated 
stance toward the issue at stake.

Both designs implemented strategy instruction. During the instructional phase in 
Liselore’s design, the students observed peer models who applied cognitive synthe-
sizing strategies and then evaluated what they observed by comparing and contrast-
ing the strategies and discussing the observations and finally practiced the strategies. 
After practicing, the students evaluated whether the chosen strategy supported them 
sufficiently in achieving their writing goals.

During the integrational phase, the students practiced all the synthesizing strate-
gies they had learned in the instructional phase together, in a new task. They were 
encouraged to reevaluate the strategies and make a deliberate choice again.

Finally, during the reflectional phase, the students evaluated the quality of their 
synthesis texts from the integrational phase by comparing their own text to a scale 
with texts of increasing quality, and they provided feedback on each other’s texts.

Lieke designed a discipline-specific reading-thinking-writing strategy, based on 
previous studies (Britt & Rouet, 2012; De La Paz, 2007; Flower & Hayes, 1981; 
Holdinga et al., 2021). In this strategy, discipline-specific elements are integrated 
into established general writing process knowledge, mainly derived from the classic 
model Flower and Hayes presented in 1981 and supplemented with more recent 
insights into comprehension processes in reading (Van den Broek & Helder, 2017) 
and writing (Galbraith & Baaijen, 2018). For the strategy instruction (how to per-
form an evaluative writing task?), the design followed the “classic” model of self- 
regulated strategy development (SRSD) (Harris & Graham, 1996) as a foundation 
and included direct instruction, followed by modeling (by a peer) and support (scaf-
folding and feedback).

Both designs stimulated students’ awareness of personal default strategies. In 
Liselore’s design, students received their personal outcomes from a questionnaire 
about their writing routines that they had completed at the beginning of the first les-
son. Their scores were related to the average scores of students from a national 
baseline study on synthesis texts (Vandermeulen, De Maeyer, et al., 2020a). Next, 
the students watched an animation video showing different effective writing con-
figurations for synthesis tasks, based on research by Vandermeulen et al. (2020b, 
pp. 95–134). The students compared and contrasted their approach with the effec-
tive configurations shown and then made a writing plan: which aspects of their 
approach did they want to change and how? And which aspects were they satisfied 
with? To learn to compose better synthesis texts, the unit activated students’ meta-
cognition by encouraging them to choose between strategies and thus set personal 
goals for their writing tasks. This required designing flexible lessons, so students 
would be able to experiment with different strategies related to preplanning and 
drafting.
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Lieke’s design accounted for the finding in another study, which revealed that 
students might have different approaches for how to perform writing tasks in history 
(Holdinga et al., 2021). Therefore, the design offers two routes: writing in flow and 
preplanning. Some students have many ideas right from the start, which they prefer 
to write down immediately, in a few large writing spurts. A “flow writer’s” first draft 
might be quite unorganized; the student will need to take his reader in mind when 
modifying his text into a final draft. Hence, those students are prompted to pay 
attention to the subsequent step: revising thoroughly. This prompt is in fact a prompt 
to communicate their message to the reader. Students who prefer the second pre-
planning route will build their texts based on a text scheme and use many short 
writing spurts. These writers are prompted to enliven their texts and to include 
examples that will enrich their texts for their readers. Therefore, students first exe-
cute an uninstructed target task (Lesson 1), after which the whole strategy with its 
two routes is presented. Students observed peer models on video as examples for 
both routes, compared the observed strategies with their own approaches, and then 
chose which route they wanted to try out in the next target task.

Learning Conditions
Lieke’s design had to consider that subject teachers barely seem to pay attention to 
students’ writing processes in their lessons (De Oliveira, 2011). History teachers 
hardly provide instruction on how to present historical reasoning in a written text. 
They do provide students with feedback on their texts but not on their reading and 
writing processes. Motivated by the formal curriculum goals, teachers’ focus is on 
developing students’ historical content knowledge and reasoning and not so much 
on developing students’ writing skills. Teachers generally see texts as a reflection of 
students’ understanding and not as a tool for development of understanding. 
Therefore, the design must create a learning environment that takes a positive stance 
toward writing instruction. This is why the design focuses on writing to learn. With 
this aim, it is important that the learning environment and specifically the teacher 
have a positive stance toward writing instruction. If teachers feel that supporting 
writing is not their responsibility or they believe it is not important for their subject, 
it is likely they will not implement writing instruction into their lessons properly or 
even at all (Holdinga et al., 2022). A first step toward integration of writing support 
into history education, to eventually enhance students’ historical writing, is a teacher 
who is convinced of the potential this support might have. It is crucial for them to 
become conscious of the role of literacy in their discipline. Thus, trying to meet 
subject culture as much as possible with the use of writing-to-learn tasks is impor-
tant, but other aspects depend on the willingness of teachers to slightly change their 
subject culture.

Liselore’s design aimed to enable the construction of metacognitive knowledge. 
To fulfill that aim, some conditions had to be met. First, students should experience 
that all learning activities in the learning program were consistently linked. Students 
were motivated by the choice of the tasks which should match their interests and 
prior knowledge. In addition, students learned how they could benefit from synthe-
sizing skills, for instance, in education and future occupations. The instruction 
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phases were cumulative, which meant students had to link each activity to the larger 
overall strategy. Therefore, each lesson started with activating prior knowledge and 
explaining the learning goals for that specific lesson. Each lesson ended with a per-
sonal reflection assignment, a starting point for the next lesson to build on during 
the review of what had been learned so far.

18.3.3.2  Critical Analysis

Synthesis Texts (Liselore)
This Design might be characterized as a Design that passed the threshold between 
Phases 2 and 3, as it aims at conditional knowledge from the teachers to run the les-
sons with optimal effects. The main focus is on strategy acquisition, not so much on 
initiating communication (DP1). In terms of I-It-You, it seems that metacognition 
is “It.”

The basis of the design is to provide students with procedural knowledge for 
distinct phases of the process for writing a synthesis text which represents the source 
texts. For each of the three subskills – selecting, organizing, and connecting – stu-
dents construct procedural information and apply it in guided training. Students 
receive this procedural information in action: they observe contrasting models for 
each of the subskills (DP2: Demonstrate). Moreover, they may choose which model 
they want to follow in the practice session. This element points to a Phase 3 Design 
(DP3: Differentiate), which enables students to develop conditional knowledge: 
when is procedure A more relevant for me than procedure B?

This opportunity to choose requires that students acquire knowledge about these 
conditions, which is done via two activities. First there are metacognitive prompts 
in the pre-flection phase, in which students explored their processes when reflecting 
on their first uninstructed practice of writing a synthesis text. Second, students were 
invited to choose twice in the design which route they would choose, and explained 
their choice, based on expectations (first choice) and experience (second choice 
option).

Writing for Understanding Historical Issues (Lieke)
We classify this Design as a Phase 3 Design, which aims to promote students’ 
understanding of historical issues, by writing syntheses based on conflicting infor-
mation from sources. The design consists of two basic components, (1) the specifi-
cation of tasks that should prompt students’ multi-perspective thinking and (2) a 
specific strategy for these kinds of tasks. The procedure provides students with 
options, depending on their personal preferences, to dive into the sources first or to 
find the main idea via exploratory writing. Both procedures are demonstrated in 
action (DP2: Demonstration). Students can base their choices on videos that present 
the different processes. A critical issue here is whether students in Lieke’s design 
have sufficient information about their own “default” processes to make an informed 
choice. This was tackled in Liselore’s design when students gain insight in their 
process preferences via a questionnaire.

18 Writing to Understand and Being Understood: Basic Design Principles for Writing…



420

The content in the tasks is important for disciplinary understanding of specific 
themes of the history curriculum (“It”); the teacher is the reader (“You”), who pro-
vides her feedback to the whole class discussing a sample of texts; and the student 
must relate herself to the topic, in these argumentative tasks (“I”).

18.4  Final Remarks

18.4.1  Understanding and Being Understood

Fundamental for students to understand why they learn to write at school is that they 
perceive and experience the process of understanding and being understood: writing 
means that you share your thoughts, ideas, analyses, explanations, opinions, feel-
ings with others, or in some cases expressive writing, with yourself. This requires 
complimentary writing and reading tasks. Typical in an educational setting is that 
these writing and reading experiences are used in a next learning phase: the meta-
communicative tasks that prompt reflection on these processes to improve the learn-
er’s repertoire of verbal expressions. Although there is writing and reading in all six 
designs, only a few showed this writing-reading combination complemented with a 
metacommunicative phase. We will now discuss two observations based on the 
designs presented in this chapter.

Observation 1: Writing to Understand: “It”
Writing to understand “the world” is present to some extent in all the designs pre-
sented in Sect. 18.3, as in all writing there is a topic to cover. It involves understand-
ing subject matter such as issues in history or science, the content of a literary text, 
language and/or discursive genre, the concept of social phenomena, creating a fic-
tional world, or the self.

When writing in subject classes, understanding the topic is the main goal (Edith 
& Lieke’s designs): the text represents the student’s level of understanding, for the 
teacher as an implied reader. “It” is the theme of the subject or discipline at stake, 
while “You” is somewhat absent.

When writing in language classes (Joanna, Margarita, Anouk, and Liselore), the 
focus on “It” varies. When the focus is on “I,” in expressive writing (Joanna, Anouk), 
the self is in fact the topic: understanding your experiences by integrating these in a 
given concept (Joanna) or creating new fictional worlds (Anouk). In the other two 
designs (Margarita and Liselore), the writing content is less dominant, as the designs 
focus on text structures (Margarita) and writing processes (Liselore). “It” seems not 
to be referring to real-world phenomena but to language phenomena (Margarita) or 
metacognitive phenomena (Liselore).

Observation 2: Writing to Be Understood: “You”
The communicative paradigm, in terms of establishing reader-writer relations 
(“I”-“You”), is not strongly present in the set of designs we analyzed. In fact, 
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students only functioned as real readers in class during one design (Anouk): they 
form a community of writers and readers in a writing lab situation, sharing texts that 
were written in the same lesson. In this design, students take the role of author-
colleagues, providing each other with advice to improve their fictional texts. It was 
possible to create such a lively sharing session because students could choose from 
several tasks, so that the reading act implied that readers could read texts from other 
tasks than the one they had written themselves, which creates a more natural form 
of reading. Even when students read texts from the same task that they themselves 
accomplished, the creative approach resulted in many different solutions, which 
makes them curious as readers. In Joanna’s practice, we saw a teacher acting as a 
“natural reader,” when she commented on the texts that students wrote during the 
lessons, going from desk to desk. When expressive, creative writing is the focus 
(Joanna & Anouk), the I-You relation seems to be inherently present in the designs.

In the other four designs, the students also read each other’s texts. However, they 
did not read peer texts so often in a communicative role (“understanding”) and more 
often from a learner role: they are acting as learners (Fig. 18.1), in a metacommuni-
cative role. We see writers operating as reader-learners in two phases of a learn-
ing unit.

Pre-flection phase In three designs, we see students first writing a text (experienc-
ing the whole task), and then, in a metacommunicative role, they rank and discuss 
sets of teacher-selected texts to distil distinct text quality dimensions. In this phase, 
students build a task representation in terms of product goals. See, for instance, 
Liselore’s design (Fig. 18.7, pre-flectional phase), Edith’s design (Fig. 18.6, lesson 
3), and Lieke’s design (Fig. 18.8, lesson 3). The insights from this action are then 
used as evaluation criteria in the peer-feedback phase.

Feedback phase Students read each other’s texts and provide feedback (all but 
Joanna’s design). Students were placed in distinct roles. They acted as colleague- 
authors, working with tips and tops (Anouk), or applied text evaluation schemes 
with aspects that were new in that phase (Margarita) or were introduced in the pre- 
flection phase (Liselore’s, Edith’s, and Lieke’s designs).

18.4.2  The Concept of Design Phases

From a theoretical point of view, the three design stages and their corresponding 
design principles (Initiate, Demonstrate, and Differentiate) form a progressive con-
tinuum, with increasing complexity, enabling teachers to accumulate deeper insight 
in writing processes as content for learning and learning-to-write processes for 
instructional decisions. The issue now is whether the six designs we analyzed vali-
date this assumption.

Although all the designers were teachers, they acted from a distinct perspective, 
combining teaching and research. Two of them (Joanna, Margarita) are teachers 
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fully in practice, who design their lessons by themselves, “on the road.” The others 
(Anouk, Edith, Lieke, Liselore) combine teaching and research; they designed their 
lessons in the context of an intervention study, in collaboration with a research lab. 
These teacher-researchers aimed to move writing education forward, by implement-
ing knowledge from research in new instructional designs when attempting to teach 
students something new in a limited number of sessions: a new kind of text (creative 
and synthesis of source information), with strategies for how to produce such texts. 
The designs from the teacher-researchers were all in Phases 2 and 3, and they all 
included Design Principles 1 and 2  in some form. The simple theory of writing 
(phase 1) was recognized in the pre-flection phase: writers reading as readers, shar-
ing reading experiences with peers, and building a representation together of text 
quality dimensions that could be used to distinguish texts according to their 
comprehensibility.

Please also note that these four research designs were not constructed quickly 
and with ease. The four teacher-researchers worked closely with teacher-colleagues 
and tried out parts of their designs in practice before they put the whole design to 
the test. During that development phase, various teachers implemented the designs 
in their classes, and the researchers tested whether the design was effective. 
Executing these designs was not always successful, although teachers were 
informed, trained, and guided extensively on how to do so. Sometimes, some ele-
ments were skipped or not fully executed, because the teachers who implemented 
the lessons lacked a deep understanding of the function of specific design elements.

On the other hand, the two practice-based designs did not show any explicit 
ingredients that indicated a move toward phase 2, the procedural phase, although in 
Joanna’s design, we did see the use of implicit knowledge about processes and con-
ditions to guide individual students in real time.

An intriguing question is what would happen with Joanna’s and Margarita’s les-
sons if they were designing these lessons, infused with new knowledge about pro-
cedures for how to create such texts, an expressive narrative on a certain topic in 
which conceptual understanding (concept of stereotypes) is constructed (Joanna) or 
a book review, in which this conceptual understanding is constructed in relation 
with a specific literary text (Margarita)? We tend to think that both teachers would 
attempt to make that next step, given their extant expertise, although they would 
probably differ in the way they would teach those procedures. We would expect a 
more inductive pattern in Joanna’s redesign and a more explicit pattern in Margarita’s 
design. Our multiple case study (Flores-Ferrés, 2021; Flores-Ferrés et al., 2022a) 
demonstrated that both teachers appeared to comprehend what literacy education 
requires, but probably, both teachers lacked opportunities, models, and/or refer-
ences that could help promote their practices to the next phase.

Therefore, we will close this chapter by reiterating what we wrote in the intro-
duction: all teachers, from all subjects, must acquire the basic knowledge about 
writing processes and design principles during their initial teacher training, so that 
when teachers and researchers meet in settings of in-service training, and teachers 
thus encounter new knowledge and designs for teaching writing, they will have suf-
ficient common ground to create comprehensive writing education. It would mean 
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that all three principles (communicate, demonstrate, and differentiate) are validly 
implemented in a reading-writing-oracy curriculum (see for such a program in 
Rietdijk et al. (2017)) in which communicative and metacommunicative task design 
is combined with procedural and conditional knowledge in action.
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