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Abstract
This study describes the initial implementation of the writing component of the 
Write to Read (W2R) literacy intervention in eight low-SES (socio-economically 
disadvantaged) elementary-level urban schools. Through customised onsite profes-
sional development provided by coaches, the writing component sought to build 
teachers’ capacity to design and implement a writing workshop framework infused 
with research-informed practices for writing suitable for their school and classroom 
contexts, including attention to cognitive, social and affective dimensions. The pa-
per draws on quantitative and qualitative questionnaire data gathered from class-
room teachers in the eight schools in Year 1 (n = 66) and Year 3 (n = 62) of imple-
mentation, and semi-structured interviews with randomly selected teachers in each 
school in Year 4 (n = 18). In general, teachers succeeded in implementing a writing 
workshop approach to teaching writing, within the broader W2R literacy frame-
work, including the allocation of more time to writing instruction. Professional 
development, including observation, feedback and demonstration by W2R literacy 
coaches, contributed to high levels of teacher confidence in such areas as planning 
and teaching fiction and non-fiction writing genres, and analysing writing samples 
to inform mini-lessons. By Year 3, teachers noted marked or good improvements in 
students’ attitudes towards writing, volume of writing produced, knowledge of writ-
ing genres, and language of response to writing. Areas in need of further support 
included aspects of the craft of writing, including writing vocabulary, supporting 
pupils to set goals for writing, selecting mentor texts to teach writing genres, and 
using a rubric to assess writing development.

Keywords  Elementary writing · Writing pedagogies · Low-SES · Writing 
motivation · Teacher knowledge for writing · Professional development
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Introduction

The act of writing is a fundamental human activity critical to success in school and 
in realising potential in adult life. It plays a key role in supporting development in 
oral language and reading (Graham et al., 2018; Dockrell et al., 2015) and in learning 
across multiple disciplines (Graham et al., 2020). This paper reports on the writing 
dimension of Write to Read (W2R), a longitudinal school university research-practice 
partnership which investigates how best to support low-income schools in adopt-
ing research-informed approaches to literacy instruction that motivate and engage 
children as readers, writers and thinkers (Kennedy & Shiel, 2022; Kennedy, 2014) 
and also address the well-documented underachievement of children in such schools. 
Despite consistently strong overall performance on international literacy assessments 
in the last decade (e.g., Delaney et al., 2023), national assessment data in Ireland 
show persistent gaps in performance between students in low-income schools, and 
those in other schools (Nelis & Gilleece, 2023). Moreover, this situation continues 
even though there has been a sustained policy focus at national level to bridge such 
gaps (Department of Education and Science, 2005; Department of Education and 
Skills, 2017).

We begin by providing a synthesis of the research underpinning the conceptual 
framework adopted in our study. It is organised across 4 themes: theoretical per-
spectives on the writing process; teacher knowledge for writing; instructional frame-
works; and professional development to support teacher learning. Following this, 
the methodology underpinning the study is outlined, and key findings are presented.

Conceptual framework

Perspectives on the Writing Process

Early theoretical models of the writing process (e.g., Hayes & Flower, 1980; Ber-
ninger & Swanson, 1994) highlight cognitive dimensions (e.g., the roles of working 
and long-term memory, metacognition) and pay some attention to affective dimen-
sions (attitude, motivation, engagement, self-efficacy, self-regulation, value) which 
influence each stage of the writing process (planning, translating, revising). More 
recently, Graham’s (2018) revised Writer-in-Community Model has expanded on the 
cognitive and affective dimensions, promoting writing not just as a solitary act but 
a social one shaped by socio-cultural, historical and political contexts. Alongside 
the cognitive resources and executive control of the writer, the model highlights the 
multifaceted nature of writing beliefs such as motivation, engagement, attitudes and 
sense of self-efficacy.

Sense of self-efficacy is important for writing development as it determines 
whether an individual will undertake to write in the first instance, the level of effort 
exerted and the degree to which they will persist in the face of difficulty (Bruning & 
Kaufman, 2016). Schunk and Zimmerman (2007) argue that self-efficacy in writing 
is not merely an outcome of writing successfully, but a consequence of how well 
writers self-regulate and monitor how they are managing the writing process. De 
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Smedt et al. (2017) have shown how self-efficacy for ideation, regulation and con-
ventions can impact on cognitive aspects of writing (thinking, planning, revision and 
control strategies), and ultimately impact on the quality of narrative writing.

Self-regulation concerns self-generated thoughts, feelings, and actions designed 
to affect one’s learning of knowledge and skills (Zimmerman, 2000). Self-regulation 
supports writers in a multiplicity of ways, enabling them to ‘attain greater awareness 
of their writing strengths and limitations and consequently be more strategic in their 
attempts to accomplish writing tasks’ (Troia et al., 2009, p. 99).

Berninger and Swanson (1994) note the role of metacognition in managing the 
interaction or co-ordination between writing processes. They describe metacognition 
as referring to writers’ understanding of the writing process (declarative information) 
and their knowledge of procedures for planning, composing and evaluating/revising 
texts (procedural knowledge). A notable omission from the model is reference to the 
conditional level (knowing why a strategy is useful) which, arguably, is critical if 
writers are to value and internalise the strategies and know when to use them (Paris, 
2005). The development of metacognition can be emphasised in the course of self-
regulated strategy development (SRSD, Graham et al., 2012).

Camacho et al.’s (2021) systematic review of writing motivation in schools 
between 2000 and 2018 found a moderate association between student motivation 
and performance measures. They also found that students’ writing motivation was 
associated with teaching practices such as SRSD instruction and the provision of 
opportunities for collaborative writing between peers and teachers.

Writing is clearly a complex multidimensional process encompassing cognitive, 
motivational, social and affective dimensions and as such requires high levels of 
‘content knowledge’ and ‘pedagogical content knowledge (PCK)’ on the part of 
teachers (Shulman, 1987).

Teacher knowledge for writing

Myhill et al. (2023) identified just seven studies that focused on content knowledge 
for teaching writing. Among the key aspects identified in these studies were mean-
ingful experiences as writers, with teachers learning how to be effective teachers of 
writing after engaging in writing themselves; subject knowledge of narrative writing; 
explicit understanding of rhetorical structures for writing; and some understanding of 
revising and editing, the characteristics of texts and different written genres.

Based on the literature on writing development as well as some policy statements, 
it can be argued that teachers’ content knowledge for writing should also include:

	● Stages or phases of writing development (e.g., Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1978);
	● The roles of working memory and long-term memory in writing (Graham, 2018);
	● How creative and literary texts and aesthetic genres are formed (NCTE, 2016);
	● Writing craft and technique (Kennedy & Shiel, 2019);
	● How spelling, grammar and punctuation develop and can be supported to im-

prove writing (e.g., Myhill et al., 2012);
	● Why self-efficacy, self-regulation and metacognition are important for success in 

writing (Graham, 2018);
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	● How students establish their identities as writers (Myhill et al., 2023);
	● The environments and communities in which writing takes place (Graham, 2018);
	● Links between reading and writing and how they can be mutually supportive 

(e.g., reading mentor texts to develop writing techniques across genres and disci-
plines) (Graham, 2020);

	● Key dimensions of the formative assessment of writing (Kennedy & Shiel, 2022);
	● The potential of digital environments to support writing development as new mo-

dalities, audiences and purposes for writing emerge (NCTE, 2016).

Instructional frameworks to support communities of writers

There is a broad body of research available on effective approaches to teaching writ-
ing, which should form part of teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge. Graves 
(1983), a pioneer of processed-based writing, advised that instructional time be allo-
cated to writing in primary schools on at least four days per week. In a report for the 
US What Works Clearing House, Graham et al. (2012) identified the allocation of 
daily time for writing as important despite a limited research base. Graham et al. sug-
gested 30 min per day in kindergarten and one hour in grades 1–6, with 50% of time 
allocated to teaching a range of writing strategies, techniques and skills appropriate 
to students’ levels, and 50% to writing practice, where students apply the skills they 
have learned. Gadd and Parr (2017) described effective teachers of writing as those 
who provide time and opportunities for students to write on self-selected topics and 
to write outside official instructional time.

There is a stronger research base to support the use of process-based approaches 
to writing instruction. Summarising this research, Slavin et al. (2019) noted that writ-
ing process models give students extended opportunities to write, and often include 
writing teams in which students help each other on various aspects of the writing 
process. They identified SRSD (Graham et al., 2012) and Writing Wings (Madden, 
2011) as successful instructional models. Key features of SRSD include teaching 
students both general and task-specific writing strategies, the necessary background 
knowledge to use them, and procedures for regulating the strategies (e.g., goal set-
ting, self-monitoring, self-instructions, and self-reinforcement), writing process and 
writing behaviours (Graham et al., 2012). Writing Wings involves students working 
in writing teams to help each other through writing process activities in different 
genres, with teacher modelling a key element. Drawing on studies published since 
2011, Slavin et al. (2019) reported an effect size of 0.17 for process-based approaches 
to writing instruction in their systematic review – similar in strength to the effect 
sizes they reported for other writing interventions, including co-operative learning 
and programmes focusing on interactions between reading and writing.

The writing process is often implemented via the writing workshop (e.g., Calkins, 
1986). Writing workshops typically include: (a) daily mini-lessons focussed on the 
craft, process and skills of writing; (b) daily time for students to write independently 
on self-selected topics during which time teachers conference with children and pro-
vide feedback as children are engaged in the act of writing; (c) and a daily share 
session in which children share their writing with peers and teacher. The writing 
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workshop framework, which is often implemented in conjunction with relevant pro-
fessional development for teachers, is consistent with research-based approaches to 
process writing, which provide instruction in specific aspects of writing as well as 
opportunities for continuous reading and writing. Moreover, it has been shown to 
have positive effects on writing performance in schools in which it has been imple-
mented, albeit from the second year of implementation onwards, with cumulative 
effects observed over time (AIR, 2021). However, Troia et al. (2009) have pointed 
to variability in the ways in which writing workshop instruction is implemented as 
teachers work with high- and low-achieving writers. They found that teachers tended 
to allocate insufficient attention and specificity to goal setting and feedback when 
working with lower-achieving writers, and provided fewer opportunities for develop-
ing student agency and collaboration.

Teacher professional development

Research highlights the importance of attending to core and structural dimensions 
of professional development (Desimone & Garet, 2015). Core features include an 
emphasis on: (a) key content and pedagogical content strategies; (b) active learning 
and a social constructivist approach to knowledge building; and (c) coherence and 
alignment with national curricula and school goals. Structural features include the 
particular form of the professional development, its duration and intensity and the 
nature of the participation envisaged. A number of studies have suggested that, where 
significant changes in practice are required, whole-school professional development 
is more effective than that focused on individual teachers conducted off-site in isola-
tion from the daily realities that teachers face in their classrooms (Kennedy, 2018; 
Au, 2005). Whole school approaches view professional development as a process of 
culture building and empowerment of teachers as professionals (Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 2009). Similarly, in a study exploring features of effective schools in literacy, 
Lipson et al. (2004) contended that the ‘critical characteristics of the schools and 
teachers (successful ones) appear to include a strong sense of professional commu-
nity coupled with strong support for individual professional decision-making and a 
focus on problem-solving’ (p. 539). Additionally, a key to successful whole school 
onsite professional development is provision of time and space for teachers to meet 
outside of the professional development sessions to consider implications and plan 
forward (Cordingley et al., 2015). It should be acknowledged that teacher learning is 
complex, situated and non-linear (King et al., 2022).

Overall, findings highlight the process of professional development as being as 
important as the content and pedagogies. Professional development should also con-
sider the effect of change on teachers’ emotions (fear, anxiety, motivation, excite-
ment, expectations), promote social involvement and include mastery, vicarious 
and social persuasion experiences to enhance teacher self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), 
impact on attitudes, beliefs, and values (Liou & Canrinus, 2020; King et al., 2022) 
and empower teachers as professionals (Kennedy & Shiel, 2010).
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Methodology

Overview of the Write to Read intervention

Over a four-year period, teachers of pupils in Pre-K-6th grades (4–12-year-olds) in 
eight urban schools with low socio-economic status (known as ‘disadvantaged’ or 
DEIS schools1) participated in the Write to Read (W2R) project, a collaborative longi-
tudinal university-school literacy intervention. It is conceptualised primarily as a ‘tier 
1’ classroom intervention’ (Swanson et al., 2017) designed to enhance the quality of 
classroom literacy instruction across grade levels and to build progression year on 
year, with some ‘tier 2’ elements incorporated (e.g., teacher collaboration for small 
group instruction for children requiring additional support). W2R aims to enhance 
children’s motivation and engagement and literacy achievement within the context of 
a research-informed balanced literacy framework. The writing component involved 
the design and implementation of a writing workshop model for the Irish context.

Prior to the implementation of W2R, schools employed a largely traditional 
approach to teaching writing. Writing skills (e.g., grammar, punctuation) were gener-
ally taught in the context of workbooks with writing taught once a week, and some 
attention allocated to genre writing. Writing in the early years (Pre-K/K) predomi-
nantly involved handwriting and copying rather than an emphasis on the authorial 
dimensions of writing.

In line with research (e.g., King et al., 2022), PD in W2R includes a strong literacy 
content and pedagogical content knowledge focus, active learning as teachers adopt 
an inquiry stance to teaching and experiment with new approaches, attention to teach-
ers’ and children’s needs following an analysis of strengths and challenges, alignment 
with the national curriculum, and whole school participation to build progression and 
coherence. PD offered is primarily onsite, is sustained over a number of years and 
includes access to a literacy coach with experience of teaching in low-income schools 
who supports teachers in designing and implementing an evidence-based balanced 
literacy framework suitable for their school context (Kennedy, 2014, 2018).

As such, W2R is not a programme; rather, it provides customised support to 
schools. Gradually, taking a phased approach, schools design and implement a 
90-minute evidence-based comprehensive, integrated approach to literacy instruction 
that gives due attention to cognitive, aesthetic and affective dimensions (motivation, 
engagement, self-efficacy) of literacy, including writing.

In our study, over the four years, coaches worked with teachers to develop their 
content and pedagogical content knowledge about writing. The support they provided 
included an emphasis on each of the aspects of teacher content knowledge for writing 
outlined above, though there was less emphasis on the roles of working memory and 
long-term memory in writing, and on the potential of digital environments to facili-
tate writing development, than on other aspects. With regard to pedagogical con-
tent knowledge, support was provided on teaching a range of genres and developing 
mini-lessons specific to each, based on formative assessment of children’s writing. 

1  DEIS, meaning opportunity in Irish, is an acronym for Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 
(see Department of Education and Science, 2005; Department of Education and Skills, 2017).
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Schools were encouraged to build a framework that ensured children had opportuni-
ties to write on a daily basis, with each genre visited each year to build progress in 
writing across the school. Furthermore, to build children’s motivation, engagement 
and agency, teachers were asked to afford children control over writing topics within 
a genre and the amount of time they spent on a draft.

Implementation of the framework was cumulative and included all class levels in 
a school. In Phase 1 of Year 1, for example, there was an emphasis on shared/interac-
tive writing in early years classes, writing workshop, share sessions, report and pro-
cedural writing genres and classroom conditions for fostering motivation in writing. 
Over time, additional writing genres and assessment tools were added (e.g., persua-
sive writing and poetry: Year 2; assessment rubrics: Year 3). After Year 2, coaches 
attended schools less often, as schools were encouraged to draw more heavily on 
their own resources to embed the framework.

Research questions

Research questions explored in the current study are:

1.	 What conditions, resources and kinds of professional development supported 
teachers in low-income schools in changing their current classroom practice for 
writing to a research-informed writing workshop approach?

2.	 How did teachers view the implementation of the writing component of the W2R 
framework and how did their views evolve over time?

Participants and research design

A purposive sample of eight elementary schools was involved in the initial imple-
mentation of the W2R intervention and in the current study. Seven schools were 
categorised by the Department of Education as DEIS Band 1 (among the most disad-
vantaged schools in the country) and the eighth was in Band 2. Schools were invited 
or requested to participate in W2R, either independently, or as part of a cluster (a 
group of geographically-close schools). The Band 2 school was part of one such clus-
ter. All were located in a large city, in areas undergoing re-generation. In Years 1 and 
3, all classroom teachers were invited to complete a teacher questionnaire. In Year 4, 
teachers in each school were selected at random for interview.

Measures

In this study, questionnaires and interviews were analyzed to examine the initial 
implementation of the writing component of W2R and teachers’ perceptions of its 
impact.
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Teacher questionnaires

Teacher questionnaires were administered early in the second term across all class 
levels (Pre-K- Grade 6) in the 8 schools in Years 1 and 3. The questionnaires sought 
information on time allocation, pedagogies, assessment practices, teachers’ percep-
tions of pupils’ engagement and motivation, and teachers’ own confidence in design-
ing and implementing a writing workshop, using four-point Likert-type rating scales. 
Information on aspects of writing that had improved under W2R was also sought and 
teachers were invited to comment on specific issues, including their views on imple-
mentation. Sixty-six teachers across the 8 schools completed the Teacher Question-
naire in Year 1, yielding a response rate of 90.4% (66/73), while 62 of 74 (83.7%) 
did so in Year 3. In both years, the teachers were fairly evenly distributed across 
Grades Pre-K to 6, with the highest percentages in both years in Grade 3 (16.7% 
in Year 1, and 16.1% in Year 3), though teachers rarely moved with the same class 
of students across years. In Year 1, 89.4% identified themselves as females. This 
dropped to 82.3% in Year 3. In Year 1, 18.5% of teachers reported that they had 
1–4 years of teaching experience, 73.2% reported 5–12 years, and 9.1% reported 
13 years or more. In Year 3, the corresponding percentages were 27.4%, 51.6% and 
21% respectively. In Year 3, 72.9% of teachers reported that they had participated in 
W2R since Year 1. Reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for different clusters of 
questionnaire items ranged from 0.73 (Ease of implementing W2R, Year 1) to 0.86 
(Perceptions of pupils’ progress, Year 3).

Teacher interviews

Towards the end of Year 4, in each of the eight schools, teachers were randomly 
selected to participate in an interview to ascertain how the project was working across 
a school and to gain a more nuanced understanding of teachers’ classroom practices 
across grade levels in relation to writing instruction, their sense of self-efficacy for 
teaching writing and their perceptions of changes to children’s engagement and the 
quality of writing. Eighteen teachers agreed to be interviewed. Interviews were con-
ducted by a researcher external to the project and were audiotaped to facilitate analy-
sis. Eight of the teachers had been teaching in their school since the outset of the 
project and another had arrived in her school in Year 2. Of the remaining nine, five 
were new to their school in Year 3 with a further four in Year 4. In terms of experi-
ence, two of the 18 were newly qualified, three had less than five years’ experience, 9 
had between 6 and 12 years’ experience and the remainder (4) had 13 + years.

Approaches to analysis

As noted above, the Teacher Questionnaires comprised both objective questions and 
comments from teachers on a range of implementation issues. Objective questions 
were analysed by computing descriptive statistics (e.g., mean scores, frequencies). 
The statistical significance of differences across years was not examined, due to attri-
tion among teachers over time (with 60% of Year 1 teachers providing data again in 
Year 3).
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Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed using Glaser and Strauss’ 
(1967) ‘constant comparative method’. Two interviews from two different schools 
were randomly selected for initial analysis and independently coded by two research-
ers. Codes were then compared and categories developed. Thereafter, interviews 
were coded by the first author. This resulted in 9 categories and 45 subcategories 
(Appendix, Table A1) which were combined into the 6  themes presented below. 
Qualitative data in the questionnaires were analysed using the same procedures as 
for teacher interviews.

Findings

Implementing the writing component of Write to Read in classrooms

The outcomes of the teacher questionnaire are considered under the following sub-
headings: ease of implementing W2R; confidence in implementing various aspects 
of W2R; perceived impact of W2R on children’s writing; and the impact of pro-
fessional development. The subsections that follow provide a combination of data 
based on objective items, and, where available, teachers’ written comments on the 
questionnaires.

Perceptions of teachers on ease of implementing writing components of W2R

Teachers in Years 1 and 3 responded to a series of questions about the ease with 
which they implemented various aspects of writing in W2R (Table 1).

In Year 1 and Year 3, similar percentages of teachers (76.5%, 75.8% respectively) 
reported that they found teaching mini-lessons on writing skills such as grammar and 
punctuation to be very easy or easy. On the other hand, teachers reported that teach-
ing mini-lessons on the craft of writing (e.g., expression, ideas, voice, use of vocabu-
lary, organisation) was somewhat more challenging, with 52.3% in Year 1 and 45.1% 
in Year 3 reporting that this was very easy or easy. In their comments, teachers noted:

My teaching of English has become a lot more specific in relation to the teach-
ing of skills, craft or process in writing (HYr14th)2

Teaching 6th class, the biggest challenge with the writing is getting the children 
to use the “craft” element and have a flow of what they write (HYr36th).

Considerably fewer teachers found the implementation of writing assessment tools 
such as checklists or rubrics to be very easy or easy (32.8% in Year 1 and 42.6% in 
Year 3). In the main, teachers relied on conferencing with children to identify issues 
and also on reading and responding to their texts outside of school hours, which they 

2 In the case of questionnaire comments, codes include School (A to H), Year in which questionnaire was 
completed (Year 1 or Year 3), and grade level (Pre-K to 6th) (e.g., HYr14th indicates that a Grade 4 teacher 
in School H provided the comment in Year 1). For interview data, codes include School and grade level 
only (e.g., H2nd – School H, Grade 2 teacher).
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reported to be time consuming, given the volume of writing that children produced. 
By Year 3, teachers recognised that there needed to be a greater focus on formative 
assessment. Many were becoming more comfortable with using it to inform teaching:

Successes: conferencing informing teaching the different aspects of writing 
workshop. (BYr34th)

Similar percentages of teachers (55.9% Year 1, 65.5%, Year 3) reported that scoring 
writing samples using a rubric was difficult or very difficult. It should be noted that, 
as a W2R rubric was in the process of being revised and further developed during 
initial implementation of W2R, some teachers constructed their own child-friendly 
rubrics and checklists to support peer and self-assessment. Additionally, the share 
session supported the development of a writing community and provided a forum for 
children to give constructive formative feedback to each other:

Each of the genres are explored in great detail and the children have the ability 
to assess their own work and work of their peers in an environment that allows 
free sharing of ideas (BYr35th).

Table 1  Percentages of teachers’ reporting on ease or difficulty of implementing the writing components 
of Write to Read – Years 1 and 3

Year 1 (since September of Year 1) Year 3 (Since September of 
Year 3)

Very 
Easy

Easy Difficult Very 
Difficult

Very 
Easy

Easy Difficult Very 
Difficult

% of teachers % of teachers
Implementing the writing 
component (in general)

9.1 47.0 39.4 4.5 12.9 51.6 33.9 1.6

Teaching mini-lessons on the 
processes of writing (choosing 
topics, revising etc.)

13.8 47.7 33.8 4.6 4.8 50.0 41.9 3.2

Teaching mini-lessons on the 
craft of writing (expression, 
voice, vocabulary etc.)

7.7 44.6 46.2 1.5 1.6 43.5 53.2 1.6

Teaching mini-lessons on writ-
ing skills
(grammar, punctuation etc.)

10.9 65.6 23.4 0.0 14.5 61.3 22.6 1.6

Conducting share/plenary 
sessions

13.6 54.5 30.3 1.5 12.9 62.9 21.0 3.2

Integrating oral language into 
writing activities

7.6 56.1 34.8 1.5 21.0 51.6 25.8 1.6

Implementing writing assess-
ment tools (in general)

0.0 32.8 59.0 8.2 4.9 37.7 47.5 9.8

Using conferences to assess 
writing

9.1 40.9 43.9 6.1 9.7 50.0 35.5 4.8

Using conference records to 
plan for writing instruction

3.3 37.7 54.1 4.9 6.7 43.3 40.0 10.0

Scoring writing samples using 
a rubric

3.4 40.7 39.0 16.9 1.6 32.8 47.5 18.0

N = 66 (Year 1) and N = 62 (Year 3)
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Not all schools welcomed the emphasis on process writing in Pre-K and K. In 
one school, high levels of ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Thompson & Zeuli, 1999) were 
revealed with teachers arguing that W2R expectations for this age group were inap-
propriate: ‘Teaching junior infants (PreK-K) - I feel it is more realistic to go back 
to basics’ (GYr1Pre-K). It wasn’t until Year 3 that teachers there shifted both their 
thinking and practice:

I really love W2R, it has worked well in my class and I have put a lot of effort 
into it. We have really pushed junior infants this year and feel we are doing 
really well. (GYr3Pre-K)

Teachers’ confidence in implementing writing in W2R

A more direct measure of teacher confidence or self-efficacy was obtained in Year 3 
when teachers were asked to indicate their level of confidence (very confident, con-
fident, not so confident) in teaching different aspects of writing. The areas in which 
teachers were most confident (i.e., either ‘very confident’ or ‘confident’) were plan-
ning and teaching non-fiction writing genres (90.3%), planning and teaching fiction 
writing genres (85.3%), teaching spelling using a range of methods (82.3%), and sup-
porting pupils in applying writing strategies (80.3%) (Table 2). Teachers’ high levels 
of confidence in teaching non-fiction and fiction writing genres may reflect the quality 
of materials provided as online resources by W2R and the advice provided by coaches 
on how to embed genre writing within a writing workshop model. It is noteworthy 
that teachers expressed less confidence in their ability to teach poetry (66.1%), and to 
select and use mentor texts for teaching writing mini-lessons (47.5%), activities that 
might have been expected to overlap with the teaching of different genres. Teachers’ 
confidence in teaching spelling using a range of methods (82.3%) may not relate 
directly to implementation of the writing process, where support for children’s devel-
opment as spellers may be indirect (for example, via writing conferences or, where 
necessary, mini-lessons). Compared with other aspects of writing, teachers reported 
that they were less confident in planning and teaching mini-lessons related to the craft 
of writing (56.5% were either ‘very confident’ or ‘confident’), the processes of writ-
ing (64.5%) and skills of writing (69.3%). This is broadly consistent with the data in 
Table 1, where, for example, 45.2% of Year 3 teachers found teaching mini-lessons 
on the craft of writing to be ‘very easy’ or ‘easy’ (and, by inference, 54.8% found 
teaching such lessons to be difficult).

In a separate question not tabulated here, 54.1% of teachers in Year 3 reported that 
they were either very confident or confident in supporting pupils to engage in goal 
setting in literacy. As noted later, this could impact on implementation of the gradual 
release of responsibility model.

Impact of  W2R on children’s writing

Teachers were generally positive about the impact of W2R on their children’s atti-
tudes to writing, and they identified the aspects on which the children had improved 
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since the beginning of the school year. In Year 1, at least one half of teachers noted 
a marked or a good improvement on multiple aspects of writing (Table 3), with the 
exception of spelling (39.1%) and grammar and punctuation (25.8%). In particu-
lar, teachers (71.9%) perceived that children’s knowledge of genre had improved as 
a result of more targeted genre teaching. One teacher noted that: The writing pro-
gramme has resulted in an increase in motivation in creative writing and provides a 
consistent approach to the varying genres (BYr16th).

Teachers also noted that children had developed personal preferences for particu-
lar genres and in some cases, it was difficult to motivate them when doing a genre less 
appealing to them (HYr15th). Additionally, just over half of teachers (51.6%) felt that 
children’s level of vocabulary in writing had shown improvement.

Affective dimensions of writing which are critical to writing development (Gra-
ham, 2018; Berninger & Swanson, 1994) also showed strong improvement. Specific 
dimensions noted by a majority of teachers in Year 1 to have undergone a marked 
or good improvement included attitudes towards writing (80.3%), children’s confi-
dence in writing (75.4%) and volume of writing (72.3%). This is reflected in teachers’ 
comments:

Children are gaining confidence and sense of pride in their folders (AYr16th)

Very 
confident

Confident Not so 
confident

% of Teachers
Planning/teaching craft 
mini-lessons

8.1 48.4 43.5

Planning/teaching process 
mini-lessons

12.9 51.6 35.5

Planning/teaching skills 
mini-lessons

14.5 54.8 30.6

Selecting and using mentor texts 
for mini-lessons

4.9 42.6 52.5

Teaching spelling using a range 
of methods

32.3 50.0 17.7

Analysing writing samples 
to differentiate teaching and 
inform mini lessons

17.7 59.7 22.6

Using a rubric to assess writing 
development

8.1 48.4 43.5

Conferring techniques during 
writing workshop

13.3 53.3 33.3

Supporting pupils in applying 
writing strategies

8.2 72.1 19.7

Planning and teaching fiction 
writing genres

19.7 65.6 14.8

Planning and teaching non-
fiction writing genres

24.2 66.1 9.7

Planning/teaching poetry writ-
ing genres

12.9 53.2 33.9

Table 2  Percentages of teachers 
indicating their level of confi-
dence in teaching different ele-
ments of writing using a writing 
workshop approach, Year 3

N = 62 (Year 3)
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It is enjoyable for the children who often ask “Can we do writing workshop 
now?” so that is encouraging for me. (BYr1Pre-K)

By Year 3, when many of the teachers would have been working with a different 
group of children than in Year 1 or were new to W2R, 48.3% reported a marked or 
good improvement in grammar and punctuation since the beginning of the school 
year, and 60.4% reported an improvement in spelling. Levels of perceived improve-
ment for the remaining aspects of writing were similar to Year 1, with, for example, 
81.3% of teachers reporting that children’s confidence in writing had improved, and 
77.9% reporting that children’s attitudes towards writing had improved. In Year 3, 
the aspects of writing on which teachers perceived least improvement were grammar 
and punctuation (48.3%) and writing vocabulary (49.2%). The latter is not surprising 
given that teachers reported that they found the craft elements of writing more chal-
lenging to teach.

Impact of professional development

As noted above, teachers implementing the W2R framework had access to a range 
of supports to assist them with implementation. According to teachers in Year 1, 
the supports that were viewed as effective ‘to a great extent’ or ‘to some extent’ in 
developing their skills to implement the framework were: advice from the W2R coach 
(93.9%), advice from teaching colleagues (89.4%), sample teaching plans provided 
by W2R coaches (86.4%), and in-class demonstrations by coaches (80.4%) (Table 4). 
Other approaches viewed by about three quarters of teachers as useful included 
resources posted to an online repository (77.3%) and feedback on observations that 
was provided by coaches (74.6%). Responses to the open question confirmed the 
value teachers placed on the professional development:

I find it great and watching model lessons really showed how to go about teach-
ing it, which was fantastic… the support from __was great - getting ideas/ask-
ing questions. (DYr1Pre-K)
It has made a great impact on my teaching through the professional readings, 
the teacher mentor and the online resources (EYr1K).

Fewer teachers in Year 1 (65.7%) noted access to professional readings including 
journal articles and chapters from research-to-practice books on writing was effective 
in supporting them. This is unsurprising, as, in the Irish context, teachers are general-
ists who teach all subjects and have little or no free time during the school day. Time 
for professional reading required time outside of the official school day, which was 
not ideal: Vast impact for the better. Extremely daunting at first. Requires a lot of 
time input, personal study and research to get to grips with theoretical and practical 
frameworks (HYr14th).

Research suggests professional learning should be seen as part of a “complex sys-
tem rather than as an event” (Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 378) and that real change 
takes time. Though the coaches visited regularly in Year 1, as pre-W2R teaching was 
substantially different to the writing workshop model, teachers would have liked 
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even more time with the facilitators, underscoring the individual nature of profes-
sional development, and teachers’ comfort levels with new ideas and practices: It 
is great to learn about new strategies and share resources. I would really like more 
in-school support with a facilitator. W2R has made me a better literacy teacher, I feel 
(FYr1PreK).

In Year 3, when support from associates was more limited than in Year 1, almost 
all teachers (93.5%) reported that teaching colleagues impacted on their skills to 
teach using the W2R framework ‘to a great extent’ or ‘to some extent’. This is an 
important finding, as it suggests that schools had evolved into professional learning 
communities and were better able to sustain the change process themselves. While 
they still very much welcomed the advice from W2R coaches (78.3%), it was notable 
that teachers were less reliant on presentations (56.9%), teaching plans provided by 
the W2R team (52.6%), resources posted in an online repository (51.7%) and profes-
sional readings (43.3%). Teachers commented that:

Structure is good, uniform throughout the whole school (FYr3Pre-K).
W2R has improved my work as a literacy teacher. The support given by the vis-
iting teachers helped me to understand the new methods as well as implement 
them in the class (EYr35th).

Several teachers also reported that they had higher expectations for children as a 
result. For example:

Being part of W2R encourages me to have high expectations of my students no 
matter what their background. W2R stretches me professionally as a teacher 
(BYr33rd).

Table 4  Percentages of teachers indicating the extent of the effectiveness of professional development 
activities in developing their skills to implement W2R, Years 1 and 3

Year 1 Year 3
Great 
extent

Some 
extent

Small 
extent

Not 
at 
all

Great 
extent

Some 
extent

Small 
extent

Not 
at 
all

% of teachers % of teachers
In-class demonstrations by W2R coach 65.6 14.8 13.1 6.6 - - - -
Feedback on observations from W2R coach 34.9 39.7 19.0 6.3 - - - -
Advice from teaching colleagues 40.9 48.5 7.6 3.0 52.5 41.0 4.9 1.6
Advice from W2R coach 59.1 34.8 3.0 3.0 28.3 50.0 21.7 0.0
Professional readings 18.8 46.9 25.0 9.4 10.0 33.3 41.7 15.0
Teaching plans provided by W2R team 59.1 27.3 12.1 1.5 8.5 44.1 37.3 10.2
Input from W2R presentations 36.9 41.5 18.5 3.1 6.9 50.0 32.8 10.3
Engaging in activities related to course 
certification

14.9 25.5 10.6 48.9 6.4 19.1 19.1 55.3

Resources in W2R online depository 51.5 25.8 19.7 3.0 22.4 29.3 36.2 12.1
N = 66 (Year 1) and N = 62 (Year 3)
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Finding from interviews with teachers

Findings from interviews with a random sample of teachers (n = 18) across the eight 
schools in Year 4 are presented according to six themes (time and autonomy, explicit 
teaching of mini-lessons across genres, writing assessment and feedback, engaged 
community of writers, attitudes towards professional development and perception of 
impact, and challenges for professional development) formed from the nine catego-
ries and 45 sub-categories derived from the coding process (Appendix, Table A1).

Time and autonomy

As noted above, prior to the W2R intervention, compositional writing was limited 
and largely traditional in approach. Given that time is a contentious issue in Irish 
schools (NCCA, 2010, 2023), teachers needed some convincing that daily time for 
writing was both needed and worth the investment. By Year 4, most interviewees 
(n = 16) reported they now allocated daily time to writing using a typical writing 
workshop structure; the other two indicated less frequent writing instruction (2–3 
days weekly) with one remarking: I don’t have time to do it everyday, I do reading 
workshop Monday-Thursday, writing workshop Tuesday and Thursday and spelling 
Monday and Friday (G3rd).

Even when taught daily, time allocation varied due to a combination of factors 
including individual teachers’ time management, preferences, priorities and confi-
dence to teach writing so frequently. As one experienced teacher noted: Now, I’ve 
probably worked more on the reading, and why is that? Because I just, we do it first 
and sometimes time constraints (A3rd). Though provision of opportunities for very 
young children to compose independently is critical to later literacy development 
(Ouellette & Sénéchal, 2017), for schools with junior classes (n = 6), this concept 
was very new. Most (n = 5) embraced it, noting it ensures that children develop a 
positive relationship with writing from the outset: Most importantly for me as an 
infant teacher, their willingness to write…I think, makes an impact on how they view 
it as they get into the older classes  (BPre-K). This contrasts with the ‘back to basics 
approach’ advocated in another school in Year 1 of implementation (see above). 
Autonomy over writing topic has been identified as a key ingredient in successful 
writing workshops as it enhances student agency (Vaughn et al., 2020). Teachers 
associated it with the enhanced motivation they observed: Like I have no issues at all 
with motivation for writing, so really, I think the ownership plays a part (F1st). It was 
common for teachers to report that children were invested in their writing: They’re so 
proud of their work. I think it is because of a sense of achievement. They are writing 
really brilliant stuff. And they can see that themselves (H2nd).

Explicit teaching of mini-lessons across genres

Explicitly teaching mini-lessons was a new experience for all teachers and contrasted 
sharply with previous practice:
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Now, you’re actually teaching writing. When I look back to myself, my teach-
ing here, I mean I was probably guilty of you know, I taught sixth class for two 
years, going ‘here, write an essay’ but never actually telling them how to write 
a good one or how to make it better. (H2nd)

Importantly, all teachers reported that they prioritised craft mini-lessons, incorpo-
rating word choice, ideas, organisation and genre features. This was important in 
the context of our study as children at elementary level and in low-SES schools in 
particular need every opportunity to develop ‘word consciousness’ (Graves & Watts-
Taffe, 2002) and an appreciation of the literary, aesthetic, and creative dimensions of 
writing (Kennedy & Shiel, 2019). Many teachers noted that children’s word choice 
had developed, highlighting that the vocabulary focus in the reading workshop was 
transferring into writing and classroom interaction:

The quality of their writing has definitely improved, but that’s probably because 
the quality of the teaching has improved. They’re getting a consistent message 
right from Pre-K to 6th ….even their word consciousness and their vocabulary, 
the words they choose, that’s actually a thing that has really come on. (E3rd.)

There is debate in the literature on the importance of explicit instruction in writing. 
On the one hand, some researchers (Koster et al., 2015) have highlighted the impor-
tance of metacognition if writers are to value and internalise modelled strategies and 
use them flexibly when composing. On the other hand, de Smedt et al. (2019) have 
hypothesised that explicit instruction may unintentionally constrain students’ writ-
ing and result in more ‘controlled motivation’, highlighting the fine line between 
instruction to lift the quality of writing and prescription of writing qualities. Though 
coaches had modelled the gradual release of responsibility model (Pearson & Gal-
lagher, 1983) and advocated the use of high-quality mentor texts, there was varia-
tion in quality of implementation. While teachers reported modelling, they did not 
specifically mention metacognitive dimensions and the source of exemplar texts was 
not always clear:

I would start off with a lot of examples of that genre and I think that’s quite 
important. I found that’s kind of what helped them produce better writing sam-
ples. So even just getting them colour coding the different features, underlining 
topic-specific vocabulary or an interesting word…that really helped them. Then 
make an anchor chart…that would almost become a checklist for them. (B6th)

Coaches shared lists of mentor texts and websites to build teacher knowledge of cur-
rent children’s literature as teachers reported that sourcing quality literature for mini-
lessons was a challenge. Teachers highlighted that children took more notice of craft 
lessons when high-quality mentor texts across genres were utilised:

We got a lot of nonfiction books last year, which were brilliant for the report-
writing. exciting nonfiction books, the ---- and ----, all those ones. And the dif-
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ference in the reports that they wrote from January to May was staggering. Just 
by taking a different approach to it. (G4th)

Schools were encouraged to build a framework that ensured children had opportuni-
ties to write in each genre each year. In-depth genre study was a new venture which 
teachers appreciated:

We’re really looking at different genres in a way that we’ve nodded to before, 
whereas now we’re going into them in a lot more depth. Things like poetry 
writing, procedure writing, you might have flitted with them before but not 
given them the same time that they’re now getting. (C5th/6th)

The majority indicated they had taught a wide range of genres, integrating writing 
within cross-curricular units to build further reading and writing connections. This 
contrasts with research highlighting that children are not often provided with oppor-
tunities to write in a range of genres (e.g., Parr & Jesson, 2016).

Though small group skills lessons based on formative assessment were advocated 
by coaches, there was variation in the frequency of these lessons, with some teach-
ers regularly scheduling such lessons and others not highlighting them at all during 
interview:

There’d be other days where you’d only work with a certain group for the mini-
lesson, if half the class have no problems with their full stops/capital letters, 
those kind of mini-lessons, another group might need more help with them. 
(G4th)

Supporting children to develop awareness of the strengths and weaknesses in their 
writing (Graham et al., 2015; Kennedy & Shiel, 2022) requires regular use of forma-
tive assessment tools.

Writing assessment and feedback

All teacher reported providing feedback to children in a variety of ways. Most 
often cited was the value of conferencing which had particularly benefited younger 
children:

I’ve organized so he’s (learning support teacher) in class at that time. So we’re 
both there to conference because they’re young. At the start we weren’t doing 
that… they came on loads when all got a chance to conference a lot (H2nd).

Some teachers highlighted sharing success criteria and developing checklists with 
children to support peer conferencing and self-assessment:

Checklists. I find that’s the easiest way for them to do it and they can see really 
clearly, or I might get them to do a peer assessment, so has your partner got 
everything? Then they’d tick yes or no (H5th).
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In the absence of observational data, it is unclear to what degree the decontextualised 
academic language register was specifically targeted and taught systematically. How-
ever, a few teachers made particular reference to the language register that children 
had acquired:

The children have a really, really top understanding, in my opinion, of the dif-
ferent genres, a lot more so than other children I would have had, that I’ve 
taught in a different setting They’ve a great theoretical understanding of what 
they’re doing. That’s the difference. (H5th)

In general, teachers communicated high expectations and gave specific feedback 
to children and as the year progressed and mini-lessons accumulated, they ‘upped 
the ante’ (Pressley et al., 2001), holding children accountable for transferring ideas 
taught in mini-lessons into their writing.

Only about a third of interviewees reported using rubrics to track development and 
this correlates with the high percentage of teachers (43.5%) in Year 3 who indicated 
in questionnaires that they were not confident in using rubrics. Though most of the 
teachers were aware of the W2R Assessment Rubric (see Kennedy & Shiel, 2022) 
it was not generally used for tracking purposes in the current study as it was still in 
development. Some teachers reported using it for planning and considering expecta-
tions for the quality of writing:

The W2R rubrics they’re great I find for using them to plan. You’re looking and 
kind of saying, okay, here’s where they are, here’s where I want them to go, so 
this is what I’m going to teach (H2nd).

A further avenue for peer feedback was provided within the share session occurring 
at the end of each workshop, reinforcing the social dimension to writing.

Factors contributing to development of an engaged community of writers

Consistent with questionnaire data, most teachers reported that children’s attitudes 
towards writing were now more positive. In line with research on engagement and 
agency (Vaughn et al., 2020; Camacho et al., 2021), they cited the daily time allo-
cated to writing as a key factor which supported children in viewing themselves as 
writers, while autonomy and choice had given a purpose to writing. Teachers new 
to W2R and the concept of a writing workshop reported that they had not seen such 
levels of writing engagement before:

Compared to where I taught before, it wasn’t a DEIS school, it was a very 
affluent area, and there was not the same love of writing or reading. There just 
wasn’t (G4th).

As genres were repeated more than once throughout the year, toward the end of the 
year, teachers allowed children complete choice. Teachers noted that genre choice 
was a key factor in engagement as children naturally favoured some genres over oth-
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ers: When you tell them that they have choice they cheer! The love to choose their 
genre…when they find their niche and interest in writing they write pages! (G4th).

Teachers of early grade levels in particular (PreK, K, 1st) commented on chil-
dren’s willingness to have a go at writing, which they attributed to balancing attention 
to authorial and secretarial dimensions of writing – aspects that have been high-
lighted as essential in approaches to early writing (Kennedy & Shiel, 2022; Scull et 
al., 2020). Teachers nurtured children to be ‘brave spellers’ (Schrodt et al., 2020) who 
concentrated on content and voice when writing independently:

‘Give it your best guess. Make your sounds. What do you think comes next? 
What little words can you find hidden in that, that might help to you?’ To be 
brave enough to do that, it can be challenging for the children to say, ‘Every-
thing doesn’t have to be right’ (CK).

Teachers reported that provision of a supportive peer audience was pivotal to engage-
ment and confidence. It promoted writing as a social act and created a sense of writ-
ing community (Graham, 2018) as children learned to listen and provide feedback: 
Hearing other people in the class reading (their writing) inspires them a little bit. 
So that works well, the feedback (B1st). It also enhanced children’s self-esteem and 
confidence to share writing with an audience beyond the classroom:

It’s incredible. Their confidence, their self-esteem in writing. They see them-
selves as writers. They see themselves as readers…the share sessions at the end, 
they will get up and share in front of assemblies (E3rd).

Teachers also commented on the improved quality of writing that children produced 
which they ascribed to several factors, including the daily time afforded to writing, 
the differentiation and small group work which had made the writing experience 
positive and manageable, the conferencing and feedback which supported their iden-
tity development, and the quality of teaching. Professional development was key to 
supporting teachers in creating responsive, democratic and engaging classrooms.

Attitudes towards professional development and perception of impact

Mirroring questionnaire data, teachers were largely positive about the multifaceted 
nature of PD offered which they credited with changing their thinking as well as their 
practice and heightened expectations for children’s development. Comments such as 
these were common:

but it’s definitely changed my way of teaching, how I approach teaching writ-
ing. that’s been huge for me…. when I was teaching infants (PreK) before W2R, 
part of it could have been that I probably didn’t think that they could go that 
far, you know? But once you see that it’s possible, you’re really able to bring 
them on (BPreK).
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Teachers particularly valued coaches’ expertise and advice highlighting that:   hav-
ing ‘access to somebody who has more learning in that area, more experience…, 
whom you can sound things off’ (C5th/6th) was vital. They also highly valued coach 
demonstrations in classrooms: She did a little bit of modelling, talking around things, 
and that was terrific. To see it in action and to see the children react to it (C5th 
/6th). These occasions provided the kinds of ‘vicarious experiences’ (Bandura, 1997) 
which were pivotal to supporting teacher self-efficacy and in helping them to envi-
sion themselves as doers of the innovation. A third feature of the PD which was val-
ued was the provision of resources, exemplars and structures which were particularly 
welcomed by less experienced teachers:

I think when you’re a young teacher as well. I felt clueless, so it was nice to 
have kind of a routine to become accustomed to…It gives a real focus to my 
planning as well as to their learning…the hour and a half…. I never feel at sea, 
it was really manageable. (D2nd/3rd)

Teachers’ prior experiences with writing also fed into their belief system about writ-
ing (Graham, 2018). Though Cremin and Oliver (2017) highlighted that teachers’ 
attitudes towards writing may be mediated by low self-confidence and negative writ-
ing histories, responsive PD can build confidence and change perspectives:

I remember. I hated creative writing because it was sort of like, ‘here, write’...I 
was a bright intelligent kid, why didn’t I like it? It was because it was like here’s 
just a blank paper… We break it down, we show them actually how…… I tend 
to find I could do it all day. You want to give the time to it because it’s going 
so well. (H2nd)

Many teachers reported they now enjoyed teaching writing more and that the 
approaches used had engendered a love of literacy amongst children:

Funny enough, I enjoy teaching it more now. (H5th)
 
I just think it’s ignited a love for teaching literacy more so… that I’m just a 
facilitator at times, that they can learn a lot from each other. They really do 
enjoy choice and when they have the freedom to write about what they want 
and read what they want…(B6th).

In most schools, the whole school approach to PD was successful in building a sense 
of collegiality, a strong culture of teacher collaboration and a vision for writing. This 
was evidenced in the level of collaboration reported and sharing of resources:

It’s so embedded in the school you see…a bank of resources and things have 
been built up… We introduced a folder in each classroom, so if you’re someone 
who found something that’s great for narratives, you keep a copy, you know so 
you could show other people. (H2nd)
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Additionally, demonstrating confidence in their PCK, teachers initiated peer coach-
ing and observation to support teachers new to their school and to induct them into 
the practices of a writing workshop which was valued: I got to observe it being car-
ried out in some of the classrooms, and the staff are really supportive (B6th).

Challenges for professional development

For teachers new to W2R, it was ‘a steep learning curve’ (H5th) and a very different 
way of teaching. Translating PD ideas into motivating and engaging lessons tailored 
to children’s interests and stages of development was particularly challenging for 
young teachers when they were new to a class level and still trying to hone their gen-
eral teaching and classroom management skills. It was further compounded by their 
level of confidence to teach writing:

To be honest, writing is one I’m not really confident on as a teacher… Now I 
find it very different from the juniors because I have 6th class now and they’re 
not as eager to please or they’re not as interested. Like they are difficult to get 
focused. That’s what I find tough (A6th).

Even for experienced teachers, who had benefitted from the professional develop-
ment provided each year, changing grade level or returning to mainstream classroom 
teaching presented challenges:

Really, it’s like starting afresh with a new grouping… ‘I know how to do this 
with 2nd or 3rd and 4th, but it’s a new kind of programme to do it with a differ-
ent age grouping’. (CK)
This year, I really felt like, ‘oh, my gosh, what do I do, again? I’ve forgotten a 
lot of it’. (B1st: returning to mainstream)

Such findings underscore the complexity and situated nature of professional devel-
opment. As Opfer and Pedder (2011, p. 378) highlight, teacher learning should be 
seen as a ‘complex system rather than as an event’ and consideration must be given 
to teachers’ motivation, emotions, and self-efficacy, particularly when substantive 
change is anticipated. One teacher noted that: Some people will love it and take to it 
and do over and above and then others will come slower to it. (H2nd).

Discussion

We conclude this paper by discussing key findings related to each of the research 
questions and consider their implications for policy and practice. We begin by high-
lighting study limitations.
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Limitations

First, it was not possible to implement an experimental study to assess the initial 
implementation of the writing component of W2R. Hence, there was no external 
comparison group in the current study. Second, we drew on teacher self-report data 
(responses to questionnaire items and semi-structured interviews) for contextual 
information. Though it was not possible to gather in the current study, observational 
data would have further enhanced findings. A third limitation was that the reading 
aspects of W2R were being introduced alongside the writing dimensions over the 
four years, which may have increased the challenge for teachers as they grappled 
with multiple components. The limitations should be borne in mind in interpreting 
the outcomes.

Key findings and implications

RQ1. What conditions, resources and kinds of professional development supported 
teachers in low-income schools in changing their current classroom practice for 
writing to a research-informed writing workshop approach?

Teachers appreciated the multifaceted nature of the professional development and 
reported that it was pivotal in supporting them to structure their instructional time for 
writing, to plan a variety of mini-lessons and to incorporate evidenced-based prac-
tices into writing instruction.

In Year 1, teachers particularly valued the regular visits, advice and support of 
the W2R coach, the variety of resources provided, the lessons modelled by coaches, 
the relationships that were built, and the feedback from coaches on their teaching. 
These practices provided the vicarious, social persuasion and mastery experiences 
(Bandura, 1997) that built teacher ‘content and pedagogical content knowledge’ for 
writing (Shulman, 1987) and their confidence and sense of self-efficacy to experi-
ment with new approaches.

The interaction between coaches and teachers set the tone for collaboration. It 
opened up dialogue amongst teachers within and across class levels. Teachers high-
lighted that they were now more likely to discuss issues and seek support and advice 
from colleagues, particularly as they began to assume greater responsibility for sus-
taining changes to practice in Years 3–4. Several schools established strong cultures 
of collaboration within and across class levels, creating a shared vision and climate 
conducive to sustaining new practices. As teachers’ self-efficacy grew, many opened 
up their classrooms to peers new to their school to observe them teaching writing.

Though teachers found the change process daunting initially, given the scale of 
change involved, the whole school approach to PD contributed to the development 
of a schoolwide vision for writing and successfully embedded the writing workshop 
model. However, challenges to continuity identified included the churn that occurred 
within schools as teachers took on new roles (e.g., moving from learning support 
back to mainstream teaching), moved class level (as occurs regularly in the Irish 
context) or transferred to other schools. Teachers were of the opinion that they would 
need further PD support in these new contexts. This finding underscores the situated 
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nature of teaching and the level of support teachers require to successfully adapt 
‘content and pedagogical content knowledge’ (Shulman, 1987) to children’s needs 
and stages of development.

In line with previous research (e.g., Opfer & Pedder, 2011), our findings also indi-
cate that the affective dimensions of PD are also key mediators of teacher engagement 
with professional learning. Teachers in the study came to professional learning with 
a variety of experiences, beliefs, attitudes and identities and were on a continuum of 
change, mediated by their own values and philosophies of teaching. The customised 
nature of the PD and access to coaches with experience of teaching in the realities 
and complexities of low-income schools was highlighted by teachers as critical in 
supporting them in shifting not only their practice but their thinking and beliefs. Fur-
thermore, children’s enhanced motivation and engagement – which occurred early in 
the change process – cemented their commitment to change.

Together, these factors highlight the complexity involved in successfully scaling 
PD within and across schools serving large numbers of low-SES children when wide-
spread changes to practice are required. Our findings suggest that a one-size-fits-all 
approach may not result in the desired outcomes and that real change takes time. In 
designing PD, policy makers and professional developers should attend to the col-
lective and individual needs of participants and the process of change and should 
provide support to each context that is customised to maximise teacher and school 
capacity to sustain new practices into the future. It is also critical to build early suc-
cess into the process.

RQ2. How did teachers view the implementation of the writing component of the 
W2R framework and how did their views evolve over time?

As noted earlier, the writing workshop model differed substantially from teach-
ers’ previous practice for teaching writing. Previously, writing was taught once or 
twice a week, in contrast to the hour a day recommended in research (Graham et al., 
2012). For all, moving from an hour of writing time weekly to a daily allocation of 
40–45 min was a significant change, along with mini-lessons taught in the context 
of children’s writing rather than through workbooks, and provision of greater choice 
and autonomy for children. By Year 4, teachers had largely succeeded in providing 
daily time to write, in line with the guidance provided by coaches. This was an impor-
tant development as without time to write it is unlikely that children’s writing will 
develop to the level needed for success in school and adult life (Graham et al., 2012).

It took time for teachers to become comfortable with all elements of a writing 
workshop, and for some teachers, high levels of ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Thompson 
& Zeuli, 1999) slowed progress as they grappled with new ways of teaching and 
assessing. A further factor to consider is that W2R is a tier one (Swanson et al., 2017) 
multi-component intervention which was also targeting aspects of reading and word 
study. While these were introduced on a phased basis and a spiralling approach was 
used to revisit aspects of writing, it was challenging for teachers to continue to learn 
and layer new aspects of literacy into their teaching to ultimately build to a research-
informed 90-minute framework. This may have created implementation overload for 
some. It highlights the challenges involved in school change and the need for more 
intensive sustained professional development over extended periods of time to con-
solidate and embed new practices.
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On balance, it can be concluded that the majority of teachers were successful in 
implementing the writing component of W2R. There was evidence that teachers were 
now incorporating mini-lessons into their writing workshop, though there was varia-
tion in how the lessons were taught. By Year 3, while the majority of teachers across 
the 8 schools reported that teaching the secretarial aspects of writing (including spell-
ing) was easy or very easy, just under half found the craft lessons easy, indicating that 
further professional development was warranted. These are more challenging aspects 
of writing development, and in a marginalised school context, where oral language, 
including vocabulary development tends to lag behind that of non-marginalised stu-
dents (Nelis & Gilleece, 2023), these dimensions require sustained explicit attention. 
Although all the interviewees reported teaching elements of craft, it was not clear 
to what extent the lessons drew on all steps of the gradual release of responsibility 
model or the level and quality of the mentor texts selected, each of which would 
impact on the effectiveness of teaching and on the quality of writing. Further, just 
54.1% of teachers were confident or very confident in supporting students to engage 
in goal setting in Year 3. As Troia et al. (2009) noted, attention to reflection on and 
specificity of goal setting is important in developing children’s metacognitive aware-
ness and in improving writing.

It is noteworthy that, while 82.3% of teachers in Year 3 reported that they were 
very confident or confident in teaching spelling using a range of methods, just 60.5% 
reported a marked or good improvement in spelling. It may be that, while a range of 
methods are used to teach spelling, students struggle to transfer that knowledge to the 
writing context and require further support in doing so (for example, through targeted 
small group mini-lessons). On the other hand, over 80% of teachers in Year 3 were 
very confident or confident in their ability to teach fiction and non-fiction genres, and 
75.9% of teachers reported a marked or good improvement in children’s knowledge 
of writing genres in Year 3. This is encouraging and is supported by interview data 
confirming that children used a wide range of genres throughout the school year, with 
the writing workshop providing a structure that allowed teachers to move from one 
genre to another without loss of quality.

Research highlights the importance of timely feedback to students which can be in 
the form of teacher conferencing or peer and self-assessment (Graham et al., 2015). 
Three-fifths of teachers reported that conferencing was easy or very easy while 
slightly fewer found it easy to use the data to plan responsive lessons. About a third 
of teachers were using rubrics to support assessment and interview data indicated 
that many teachers were using peer and self-assessment. All teachers also facilitated 
share sessions which provided opportunities for children to build a sense of self-
efficacy and to develop the language of response which teachers noted had shown 
improvement.

Overall, much was achieved and provided a firm basis for further development, 
particularly in relation to greater specificity in teaching and using assessment data 
to inform teaching. Teachers showed evidence of implementing research-informed 
practices in line with the research outlined in the literature review.
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