
ABSTRACT 

HONEYCUTT, RONALD LEE. Good Readers/Poor Writers: An Investigation of the 

Strategies, Understanding, and Meaning that Good Readers Who Are Poor Writers 

Ascribe to Writing Narrative Text On-Demand. (Under the direction of Ruie Jane 

Pritchard.) 

This study explores the strategy applications, perceptions, and emotions that good readers 

who are poor writers experience when writing narrative text on-demand (given a prompt 

in a timed session).  Eleven fifth grade students (approximately 12 years old) were 

identified as good readers who are poor writers based upon their academic history of 

passing the state-required End-Of-Grade Reading Test when they were in the third and 

fourth grades but failing the state-required Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test. Special 

Needs students who exhibited an identified behavioral or learning disability were 

eliminated. Each subject participated in individual in-depth interviews and focus group 

discussions. Three types of procedures (Denzin, 1989) were used to verify the data: 

across collection methods (document analysis, scores on the Writer Self-Perception 

Scale, individual interviews, and focus groups), across data sources (students and 

teachers), and across investigators (“critical friend,” formal member-checking in focus 

groups, and informal member-checking with individuals). Data were systematically 

classified according to their relationship to the two construct categories (a basic profile of 

good readers who are poor writers, and the impact of the Writing Academy), and/or to a 

theme category (strategies, common experiences, and emotions). To develop the findings, 

constant comparative analyses were used to code: (a) transcripts of the individual student 

interviews; (b) notes from the student focus groups; (c) notes from the teacher focus 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

 

group; (d) samples from students’ writing portfolios; and (e) teacher/researcher notes 

from conferences and lesson plans. From these data, the researchers generated a basic 

profile of good readers who are poor writers. Results indicate that good readers who are 

poor writers understand the difference in cognitive demands in reading and writing – 

reading is perceived as acquiring information and writing as generating 

information/knowledge. They also recognize the similarities of text features in reading 

and writing narrative text. Yet they are unable to generalize and apply concepts 

recognized in texts they read to the texts they compose because they: (a) lack knowledge 

and application of both prewriting strategies and story grammar schema to plan and 

generate narrative texts; (b) do not employ self-regulation strategies to evaluate and to 

revise the texts they compose; (c) are inhibited in their writing by strong, negative 

emotions coupled with recognize the similarities of text features in reading and writing 

narrative text, but are unable to generalize and apply concepts recognized in texts they 

read to the texts they compose the perception of themselves as poor writers; and (d) 

benefit from participating in a structured writing workshop aimed at addressing the above 

mentioned problems. These findings are discussed as they relate to the professional 

literature on the reading/writing relationship, using reading to improve writing, lower-

order components shared by reading and writing, social cognition as it relates to reading 

and writing, flow, and audience awareness. 

Denzin, N. K. (1989). The research act. (3rd ed.). Englewood Cliff, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Overview 
 

Over the past two decades, researchers have advocated merging reading and 

writing instruction.  In a world that demands competency with printed text, researchers 

have come to believe that combining reading and writing instruction maximizes the 

likelihood of students acquiring the skills and strategies that enable them to gain access to 

the cultural capital that surrounds them (Bourdiew, 1977).  This pedagogical trend is 

supported by evidence indicating that writing skills, especially narrative writing, is 

related to reading ability. For example, Barnhart (1990) found a relationship between the 

story compositions of second graders and their level of reading comprehension. The 

stories written by less than average readers were rated less complex, less clear, and less 

cohesive than those written by average and above average readers.  

Furthermore, according to the prevailing theory of most reading and writing 

experts, one would expect students to achieve in approximately the same range on 

reading and writing tasks since both share many parallel, cognitive processes. Both 

reading and writing employ common information location and retrieval systems, share 

cognitive strategies that use background knowledge and context to create meaning, and 

require students to monitor and revise their strategies to maximize success. Moreover,  

reading and writing share some basic sub-skills that are common to both disciplines – 

using vocabulary, understanding embedded ideas, and detecting illogicalities.  

Since reading and writing not only share these but many other common factors, 

most researchers suggest that combining reading and writing instruction will optimize 

overall growth in both disciplines. However, few studies have attempted to explain why 
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average and above average readers do poorly in writing tasks given the similarities 

between the two tasks when these students have no identifiable learning disabilities that 

would negatively impact overall writing performance. Education Weekly reported that the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is at a loss to explain why in 1998 

40 percent of 4th graders and approximately one-fourth of all 8th graders and 12th graders 

failed to demonstrate similar growth in writing as they did in reading (Manzo, 1999). 

As a Reading/Writing Specialist, this researcher has observed many students who 

are much better readers than they are writers, especially when asked to write on-demand. 

Informal interviews and discussions with Language Arts Resource Teachers (LARTS), 

Reading Specialists, and regular classroom teachers in several school districts indicate 

that there are many other students who are in these schools systems who are described by 

other teachers as good readers but poor writers. This researcher has concluded that there 

may be an average of seven to fifteen students (5 – 10%) who score a Level 3 or 4 (at or 

above grade level) on the Reading End-of-Grade Test (EOG) in both the third and fourth 

grades; yet, these same students score a 2 or 1 (below grade level) on the Fourth Grade 

Narrative Writing Test. Informal discussions with other educational professionals have 

also consistently indicated that this phenomenon continues and is very common during 

middle school and high school. 

Statement of the Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to investigate why some good readers perform poorly 

on narrative-on-demand writing tasks when they have no identifiable learning or 

behavioral disabilities. In this study, writing on-demand is defined as an assessment 

format in which the students are asked to create a written response to a given prompt in a 
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specified amount of time. This research investigated and sought to create a general profile 

describing the strategy applications, thought processes, and emotions/feelings associated 

with writing of good readers who are poor writers in the context of writing narrative text 

on-demand. More specifically, it addressed the questions: When they read and write, do 

good readers who are poor writers activate basic strategies for successful reading and 

writing? Do good readers who are poor writers employ similar, ineffective strategies 

when writing for different purposes? Do good readers who are poor writers adapt their 

strategies when writing on-demand? Do good readers who are poor writers see or 

understand the differences between reading a story and writing a story? How do good 

readers who are poor writers go about completing an on-demand writing task? 

Specifically, how do good readers who are poor writers construct meaning when 

completing both reading and writing on-demand assignments? What similar school 

experiences and responses to narrative on-demand writing do most good readers who are 

poor writers share? How do good readers who are poor writers feel when asked to write 

on-demand?  Are there common emotions good readers who are poor writers experience 

when asked to write narrative text on-demand? 

 Research is needed to help educators identify, understand, and provide the 

appropriate instruction to close the gap between the reading and writing performance of 

students who fit this description. Despite the overall amount of research investigating the 

reading and writing connection and the phenomenon of good readers who are poor 

writers, no studies to date have involved interviewing these students. Additionally, no 

reports have sought to develop a general profile/description of the overall strategy use 
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and emotions of good readers who are poor writers that can serve as a starting point to 

help teachers target their instruction towards this group of students. 
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CHAPTER II: RESEARCH CONTEXT 

Overview 

Researchers have fully investigated classroom context and pedagogy related to 

improvement in reading and writing. However, the context of writing on-demand for tests 

has not been explored in controlled settings, and especially in investigating why some 

very good readers are poor writers when they have no identifiable learning or behavioral 

disabilities. Most researchers in both reading and composition discourse communities 

believe that reading and writing have a symbiotic relationship. But, as Rosenblatt (1988) 

clearly articulates, no one believes that they are identical processes. Reading is a 

receptive activity that involves decoding graphic symbols and interpreting a message 

from text. Conversely, writing is an expressive task where the writer encodes meaning 

into graphic symbols and embeds meaning into the text that he or she generates.  

Although researchers in both discourse communities recognize the differences 

espoused by Rosenblatt, they still adhere to a paradigm that views the two disciplines as 

mutually supportive and interconnected. For example, Stotsky (1983), Tierney & 

Shanahan (1991), and Bartholomae & Petrosky (1986) have each based their respective 

research and proposed pedagogical models on the belief that reading and writing are 

interactive processes that should be taught together. Moreover, these researchers agree 

that: (a) good readers are generally good writers, (b) basic readers are generally basic 

writers, and (c) reading plays a significant role in helping basic writers improve their 

overall writing competency, but writing does not directly improve reading ability. 
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Review of the Literature 

Studies Examining the Reading and Writing Relationship 

Approximately sixty-five years ago at North Carolina State College, Clark (1935) 

conducted one of the earliest studies analyzing the reading and writing relationship. He 

discovered that when students were given writing assignments based on readings, both 

the quality and the quantity of students’ writing improved substantially. Similarly, 

Crowhurst (1991) found that students who were excused from writing assignments but 

engaged in extensive reading still evidenced large gains in writing ability, similar to those 

in the experimental group of students who had extensive writing and reading 

assignments. Studies by McGinley (1992) indicate that when reading and writing are 

merged instructionally, students not only think more critically about the topic, they also 

are generally able to generate new ideas and perspectives of their own. 

Stotsky (1983) conducted the most well-known and in-depth synthesis of research 

examining the reading and writing relationship. She analyzed numerous studies and 

classified them according to: (a) studies that examined the relationship between reading 

and writing in general, (b) studies that investigated the influence of writing on reading, 

and (c) studies that looked at the influence of reading on writing. Stotsky concluded that 

reading experiences seem to be consistently correlated with writing ability. She found no 

research that indicated that writing instruction improves reading, but the research she 

examined did suggest that providing students who are poor writers with more reading 

experience in general can be just as effective, if not more effective, than providing 

additional grammar instruction or writing practice. Of special interest, Stotsky noted that 
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numerous studies have revealed that some very proficient readers of all ages demonstrate 

a discrepancy between reading ability and writing ability.  

Additional studies have been done before and after Stotsky’s meta-analysis 

attempting to operationalize the relationship between reading and writing and improve 

instructional models.  Several underlying propositions that drive instruction can be drawn 

from these studies. First, direct writing instruction will not improve reading. Second, all 

the studies that this researcher has examined suggest that there is a difference in the 

writing performance of students who are also given reading assignments in contrast with 

those who are given primarily or exclusively writing assignments. Third, students can 

acquire, and under certain circumstances transfer, rhetorical principles, syntactical 

structures, genre-specific conventions, or structures for content organization from reading 

model passages and incorporating these features into text that they generate. Finally, the 

research does not support the widely held hypothesis that the more students write, the 

better they will write. Direct instruction must be targeted at identified weaknesses in 

order to improve students’ writing.  The research shows that having students engage in 

additional writing only helps improve overall writing performance if it is supplemented 

with direct, explicit feedback (Hillocks, 1986).  

In general, all studies investigating the reading and writing relationship provide 

evidence that better readers tend to be better writers, read more, and create more 

syntactically complex texts than do poorer readers. According to Tierney and Shanahan 

(1991), most researchers attribute this association not only to the fact that both are acts of 

communication but also to the widely held assumption that reading and writing share 

similar cognitive process and similar sub-skills. More specifically, they both require 
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students to (a) construct meaning, (b) activate their schema, and (c) monitor their 

understanding. In addition, to be successful, both readers and writers must employ similar 

strategies to create and sustain meaning. Successful readers and writers engage these 

communicative acts by (a) periodically pausing to paraphrase, (b) hypothesizing, 

checking, confirming and/or modifying their predictions, and (c) considering the social 

and communicative context in which transaction occurs.  

Using Reading to Improve Writing 

Reading has been used to improve writing in four ways: (a) reading a text to study 

and replicate the literary form and the author’s style, (b) reading one’s own writing and 

the writing of classmates for revision, (c) reading a text to gain content knowledge and 

then using the information as the basis for writing, and (d) reading texts to study the 

structural features of various genres, usually expository, that others have employed.  

Bazerman (1980) calls the first method, using reading to study and imitate another 

author’s specific literary features and styles, the apprenticeship model. Although 

Bazerman does not adhere to this model himself, he notes that many academic 

departments subscribe to this paradigm as the best way to help novice writers enter into 

their discipline’s discourse community. Both Bartholomae (1979) and Squire (1983) 

discourage the use of this model arguing that students must be taught to go beyond the 

sentence and paragraph levels, and that imitation instruction tends to focus on smaller 

units of language. Other critics of this instructional method, such as Bereiter and 

Scardamalia (1984), have conducted several studies where students were asked to read 

and then imitate the forms and styles embedded in the readings. The results of numerous 

studies indicate that students fail to successfully imitate literary features and style as 
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easily as has been previously believed. Despite the lack of evidence supporting the 

effectiveness of this instructional method, some, like Hayes (1987), still endorse using 

models in the classroom. More recently, however, Corden’s (2000) research suggests that 

younger children are indeed able to transfer literary techniques employed by other 

authors into their own writing provided that the teacher: (a) selects appropriate models, 

(b) draws the students’ attention to the specific features of the text that the students are to 

imitate, and (c) affords the students an opportunity to engage in group discussions which 

will enable them to develop and apply the text features to their own writing. 

Reading also plays an important role in teaching writing when one is teaching 

revision. Bartholomae (1979) believes that struggling writers must be shown how to read 

their own writing to determine coherence as well as detect grammatical errors. He has 

found that students, when asked to read a piece they had composed, commonly correct 

their mistakes. Therefore, Bartholomae urges teachers not to correct their students’ 

mistakes, but rather to point out the general location and have the students identify and 

correct the errors. Moreover, he asserts that it is more helpful for students if students 

personalize the names of the different types of errors they tend to make. For example, 

Macrorie (1985) labels beginning too many sentences with “There are” and “It is,” as 

“There-ache” and “It-ache.” He believes that this reinforces students’ awareness in 

detecting mistakes. 

Teaching writing conventions, according to many researchers, is not sufficient if 

students do not possess the appropriate background knowledge from which to generate 

ideas to write about. Many researchers, therefore, suggest that teachers use reading in a 

writing class as a means of building background knowledge. For advocates of this 
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position, the reading/writing relationship is seen as a “conversation.” Writing serves as a 

means of promoting reflection on the insights and interpretations that students have 

gained from reading. Bazerman (1980) supports this position and argues that teachers 

cannot expect students to adequately express themselves about issues and ideas unless a 

conversation has been initiated by an engagement with texts where others’ ideas and 

positions are first presented.  

Murray (1978) adopts this position. He argues that by asking students to respond 

to relevant readings, teachers are providing more information about the subject, and thus 

prompting students to move forward in exploring and developing their ideas about the 

issue at hand. Furthermore, Murray believes that information gleaned from reading serves 

as the momentum for engaging one in the writing process. He believes that one of the 

primary problems contributing to basic writers’ difficulty in composing is their lack of 

the necessary background knowledge. 

Finally, many researchers believe that logic and critical thinking skills are at the 

heart of good reading and writing. For experts like Bartholomae, Flowers, and Lunsford, 

the terms “problem solving” or “critical thinking” are essential ideas to any definition of 

reading and writing. 

In her classic book, Errors and Expectations, Shaughnessy (1977) posits that 

students who have difficulty writing are unable to (a) recognize a line of thought, (b) 

follow through a line of thought, and (c) extend a line of thought. From a pedagogical 

perspective, she challenges teachers to create lessons using reading and writing that will 

teach logic.  
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Lunsford (1980) has also observed that basic writers’ papers are characterized by 

flaws in logic and lack the development of a thesis. According to Lunsford (1980), in 

addition to being egocentric, taking the topic literally, and excessively using personal 

pronouns, basic writers also tend to understand issues almost exclusively in terms of clear 

absolute terms such as right and wrong, allowing no place for ambiguity. Thus, she 

challenges teachers to incorporate readings and activities into lesson plans that will build 

abstract thinking and conceptualizing skills. 

Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) believe that the key distinction between good 

and poor writers is their ability to coordinate several cognitive and metacognitive skills, 

including the generation and presentation of ideas.  These researchers propose that when 

children can think and talk about their stories in a way that indicates knowledge 

transformation, it is a notable indication of compositional maturity. According to these 

researchers, novices or poor writers follow the pattern of “and – and – then – and,”   

building a cumulative story rather than a cohesive one. Poor writers report everything that 

comes into their minds concerning a particular topic, list details randomly, and engage in 

what Bereiter and Scardamalia call “knowledge telling.” Conversely, expert writers apply 

their knowledge to create new structures. In this way, more proficient writers alter 

existing structures and engage in “knowledge transforming.” This transformation 

manifests itself in the students’ ability to reflect on choices they have made in a piece of 

writing, either about content or aspects of style beyond the surface features of writing 

(i.e. handwriting, spelling, punctuation). For Bereiter and Scardamalia, effective reading 

and writing assignments are designed specifically to afford students an opportunity to (a) 

interrogate narrative texts, (a) develop critical reading skills, (c) foster critical thinking 
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skills, and (d) promote metacognitive knowledge of writing. They should also spawn the 

opportunity for students to become better writers provided that the students learn how to 

generalize and apply to their own writing the strategies and logic they observed in the 

writing of others. 

The research thus supports traditional paradigms that indicate that reading 

experiences improve students’ writing, but only if the teacher uses texts with specific 

objectives in mind. Each of the teaching strategies that have been proposed does not by 

its nature fit into a single theoretical model. However, strategies from each can be 

synthesized into a basic instructional framework – depending on the needs of the 

students. Effective writing instruction for struggling writers requires a wide range of 

variation, interpretation, and application of diverse pedagogical paradigms.  

Research on the Lower Order Components of Reading and Writing 

McGinley (1992) suggests that the improvements in students’ skills and use of 

strategies in both reading and writing may be attributed to both the natural development 

of students as readers and writers, as well as to the correlation of the structural 

components in both disciplines. However, a major flaw exists in this hypothesis. It 

assumes that lower order transcription skills that foster good reading necessarily foster 

good writing. 

Several studies have investigated the correlation among lower order processes in 

reading and writing. Research suggests that when less skilled readers have problems in 

comprehension, it is usually associated with a lack of automatic recognition and 

utilization of lower order skills such as phonemic awareness or word identification. As 

the lower level skills are mastered or become more automatic, higher order skills such as 
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reading comprehension improve (Snow, et. al, 1998). By contrast, automatization of 

lower order skills related to writing, such as handwriting, grammar, and spelling, are not 

necessarily prerequisites for more efficient higher order skills, such as the generation of 

ideas and the translation of those ideas into written texts. This is due to the fact that 

writing is more generative than reading, and the process of generating and representing 

ideas is never fully automatized (Scardamalia et. al., 1982). Furthermore, in previous 

research, analysis of specific lower level skills common to both reading and writing have 

typically explained no more than 50% of the variance in each other (Fitzgerald & 

Shanahan, 2000). 

Social Cognition, Audience Awareness, and Writing 

Determining the audience for whom one writes is critical to any piece of writing. 

Writers must know who their audience is in order to anticipate the audience’s need.  

The concept of audience and audience awareness came into the forefront of 

composition studies in writing in the late 70’s and early 80’s as researchers began to 

conceptualize writing is a social act: writers write for an audience. However, when 

writers write, their audience is generally not present, so writers must anticipate the 

readers’ needs. Although most professional writers, composition teachers, and 

composition theorists recognize the importance of adapting one’s writing to an audience 

as an implicit common-sense consideration when writing, research indicates that many in 

nonacademic settings, and especially novice writers, fail to understand the importance of 

reader-friendly prose and how or what to do to make their writing more reader-based 

(Flower, 1993). It has only been in the past three decades that social cognition and its 

relationship to writing have captured the attention of writing researchers. Much of the 
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framework for studying social cognition and writing can be traced to the early work of 

George Mead, John Flavell, and Lester Faigley.  

One of the earliest social action theorists, George Herbert Mead (1934), defined 

psychology as the study of “the activity or behavior of the individual as it lies within the 

social process” (p.6). Mead’s thesis was that mind, self, and society come to exist only in 

relation to each other. He further argued that humans come to self-consciousness only 

through human interaction; hence, he posited that individual behavior could only be 

understood in terms of one’s relationship and interaction within a group. Since 

socialization is essential to becoming human, each individual, Mead rationalized, has to 

internalize the social process, the ability to indicate and thus control others’ reactions by 

controlling one’s gestures. While not minimizing or ignoring the cognitive aspects of 

thinking, Mead also suggested that the “inventing self,” conceived broadly as the ability 

to create and discover meaning in any discourse, is socially constituted (Mead, 1934). 

Faigley (1985) became interested in social rhetoric and began studying the 

relationship between text and the cultural framework surrounding its production and use. 

Understanding that the social context is vital to discursive practices in writing, Faigley 

postulated the idea of discourse communities, which he defined as any group of people 

who are competent in a predetermined and established set of written discourse norms. 

Discourse community norms, Faigley says, include understanding what is valued, 

knowing how to transmit knowledge and information in the appropriate forms, 

recognizing the discourse community member’s level of knowledge and needs, and 

understanding how to present and defend ideas. He also theorizes that these social norms 
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sanction communication since all communication is, “inextricably bound up in the culture 

of a particular society” (p. 26).  

Broadly defined, social cognition, as it relates to writing, is an intuitive ability that 

enables one to adapt one’s written communication to an audience (Piche & Roen, 1987; 

Rubin, 1984.) Burleson and Rowan (1985) propose that social cognitive ability is 

associated more with discourse aim, suggesting a domain-specific model where social 

cognitive ability is needed and evidenced in persuasive types of writing but not 

necessarily essential in other written discourse modes. Others, especially Flower (1993) 

and Kroll (1978, 1985) view social cognitive ability as essential to success in all written 

discourse genres. Elbow (1993) suggests that social cognitive awareness and the 

awareness that one is writing for an audience serve to give writers a nudge; they 

recognize the importance of developing “movies of the reader’s mind.” According to 

Elbow, when writers understand that both reading and writing are social cognitive 

constructions, they compose text more carefully since they are keenly aware that their 

writing can be misinterpreted.   

When investigating students’ writing, one must also consider the students’ 

developmental readiness to incorporate specific features in their writing, especially in 

terms of revision skills and audience awareness. For example, working with fifth, 

seventh, ninth, and eleventh grade students, Kroll (1985) studied the effects of writer’s 

age on revising for specific audiences. He found that when asked to rewrite a 

linguistically complex story for a younger audience, older writers were better able to 

simplify the text for younger readers than younger writers were. In his study, the older 

the student, the more he or she tended to not only change the wording of the text, but also 
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to retell parts of the story in ways that younger readers could better understand. Kroll 

concluded that audience awareness is a developmental process. 

Research on Flow 

Mastery of any skill or craft is optimized when one is engaged in a state of flow. 

How one feels and what one believes about his or her abilities directly affect how much 

energy and focus one has when engaged in any task (Goleman, 1995). Flow occurs when 

individuals are fully engaged in a task because they believe that they can successfully 

complete the task at hand.    

The term flow, coined by Csikszentmihalyi (1974), refers to an individual being 

in a dynamic state of deep satisfaction and optimal experience that arises from being 

totally engaged in what one is doing. It is periods of deep, intense involvement in an 

activity that challenges but does not overwhelm an individual.  As conceptualized by 

Csikszentmihalyi, individuals enter a state of flow when (a) mind and body are fully 

engaged and in control, (b) concentration is deep, (c) intentions are clear, (d) awareness 

of performance is keen, (e) fear of failure is absent, and (f) the passage of time is not 

noted. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) argues that flow is achieved by following a “channel” 

between boredom and anxiety by exercising skill (p.74), and notes that “mental 

activities” frequently create states of flow, particularly reading (pp.45 – 50), and writing 

(p.131). However, he emphasizes that, “Flow seems to occur only when tasks are within 

one’s ability to perform” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1974, p.63). 

Perry (1996) studied flow in writing by investigating the writing habits and 

experiences of 62 authors who regularly publish in various literary and popular genres: 

poetry, short story, and novel. Using face-to-face or telephone interviews with 33 writers 
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and questionnaires from 29 additional writers, she sought to discover how creative 

writers experience or create a state of flow when writing. Perry identified five key 

conditions that enable writers to enter a state of flow and become more productive 

writers: (a) emotional resilience, (b) openness to experience, (c) absorption with the task 

at hand, (d) looseness of boundaries in thinking, and (e) intrinsic motivation. 

Several years later, Abbott (1999) conducted case studies of two fifth-grade avid 

writers who were able to differentiate between flow experiences and non-flow 

experiences associated with their writing. The two boys described experiences similar to 

those reported in other studies by adolescents and adults. Abbott concludes that younger 

children can indeed experience flow when they are able to control important aspects of 

their writing, such as ownership, genre, style, and length.  

 During the past six years, this researcher has worked with numerous students who 

do not exhibit these behaviors. Almost without exception, every one of these students, 

none of whom were identified as having attention problems, exhibited behaviors that 

indicated they were unable to engage in the act of writing long enough to even begin 

entering a state of flow. Instead, they were constantly postponing writing though 

avoidance strategies such as sharpening a pencil, going to the restroom, getting water, 

etc. These students were never taught self-regulation strategies to quiet and focus their 

minds long enough to be engaged and develop a sense of self-efficacy to complete the 

writing assignment. Successful writing requires active and deliberate self-regulation of 

the writing process (Hayes and Flowers, 1986; Kellogg, 1987; Langer & Applebee, 

1987). In summary, based on work by Abbott, this researcher anticipated that fifth 

graders would be able to experience flow if given proper instruction and practice with 
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strategies to cope with writing apprehension. One of the purposes of this study was to 

discover if this were true. 

Previous Studies Investigating Good Readers Who Are Poor Writers 

Few studies have been designed to investigate specifically why students who are 

fluent decoders with good comprehension are unable to generate acceptable text, either 

narrative or expository, when they have no identifiable learning disability.  

One of the first studies to investigate the differences between good readers/ good 

writers and good readers/ poor writers was conducted by Jordan (1986). She looked at 

both good readers who are good writers and good readers who are poor writers and 

examined the differences in each group’s composing processes. Jordan conducted “think 

aloud” protocols for reading, using a set of descriptive categories to code reading 

behaviors, and then analyzed the writing for similar features. She discovered that good 

readers who are good writers (a) abstracted content from reading and included the ideas 

in their writing using original language, (b) were more aware of the structural features of 

sentences, and (c) generally spent significantly more time planning before writing. 

Conversely, good readers who are poor writers (a) cannot abstract content using original 

language, (b) are unaware of the structural features of sentences, and  (c) spend an 

inadequate amount of time planning and developing a response to a prompt. 

Several years later, in a study designed to investigate students’ ability to 

recognize text organization, Thacker (1990, 1991) compared and contrasted three 

different groups of ninth graders: (a) good readers/good writers, (b) good readers/poor 

writers, and (c) poor readers/poor writers. Thacker had students read and judge the 

organizational clarity of ordered and unordered paragraphs written at both the sixth and 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

19

ninth grade reading levels. Students were also assigned the task of reconnecting sets of 

scrambled sentences into an organized text. He concluded that good readers who are poor 

writers have the ability to create well-organized text, but lack a clear understanding of the 

function of and the ability to use cohesive ties. 

Both Jordan’s and Thacker’s research have helped teachers better understand 

some of the specific weaknesses and characteristics of good readers who are poor writers 

in terms of their use of reading and writing strategies. However, neither study provides a 

rich description of this population’s strengths and weaknesses in terms of specific 

strategy application, or their feelings and thought processes when engaging in writing 

tasks.   

Many strategies are not only essential for both reading and writing, but they may 

actually be more interactive and mutually dependent on each other than we have 

presumed. For example, as Thacker notes, understanding the value and use of cohesive 

ties is a problem for good readers who are poor writers. However, this could be closely 

associated with the students’ weakness in logic. Shaughnessy (1977), Bartholomae 

(1979), Thacker (1990, 1991), and Jordan (1986) have all found that good readers who 

are poor writers tend to compose texts that do not make sense. They omit important 

details that help the reader in understanding the text. They produce writer-based rather 

than reader-based prose even when they have a public audience.  

A sense of audience awareness enables the writer to make adjustments while 

composing texts that take into consideration and accommodate readers’ needs and 

expectations. Kroll (1978, 1985) has conducted studies that strongly suggest that 

audience awareness is developmental. However, there is the possibility that the problem 
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is in the prompt and not with the writer. For example, Cherry (1989) warned against 

unclear audience prompts. His research shows that sometimes, in an attempt to be 

interesting or meaningful, teachers and officials who construct the writing prompts may 

confuse the writer by not clearly specifying the audience.  

Jordan found that good readers who are poor writers also fail to spend sufficient 

time planning and organizing before writing. Could this be because these students do not 

understand structure and organization; therefore, they do no understand exactly what to 

do or include in the planning phase of writing? For example, students may not understand 

narrative genre and thus omit important, and even essential details about the setting, 

characters, or plot that readers need to follow in order to understand the story line. Or are 

the students grappling with the prompt, and they cannot figure out what they are being 

asked to write about and/or for whom they are to write? 

Jordan’s observation that good readers who are poor writers are unable to report 

information from text using original language suggests that these students have a problem 

with vocabulary and sentence variety. The majority of writing samples from good readers 

who are poor writers lacks the use of strong nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Also, 

when this researcher conducted lessons in a fourth grade classroom focusing on 

vocabulary in writing, the students who had the most difficulty with completing the task 

were two of the best readers in the class. Yet both, interestingly, struggle with writing. Is 

it possible that these students use other strategies to compensate for this weakness when 

reading, but have not learned strategies for compensating when writing? Or is it that they 

have not yet internalized the meanings of some strong vocabulary words to the point that 

they can use them in texts that they produce? Similarly, good readers who are poor 
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writers generally compose texts that are replete with short, choppy sentences and 

unmodified base clauses. Good readers who are poor writers generally lack what Strong 

(1981) refers to as “syntactical maturity,” a measure of sentence skill based on the 

observable increase in sentence length, style, and the number of embedded ideas in 

sentences. 

Two studies constitute the body of research on good readers who are poor writers.  

Jordan’s and Thacker’s studies compared and contrasted good readers who are poor 

writers to other groups, rather than create a deep description of the group itself.  They 

investigated a limited number of specific, discrete strategies, looking at strengths and 

weaknesses, not overall characteristics.  Foremost among the challenges for the 

researcher in the present study is the paucity of research about good readers who are poor 

writers.  The complexity of the relationship among cognitive, pedagogical, and emotional 

factors affecting reading and writing cannot be neatly studied.  It requires a broad-based 

approach using qualitative procedures to capture the nuances of the relationship.   

Distinctions Between Poor Writers and Students With Special Needs 

This study focuses, not on students who are identified with a learning disability in 

written expression, but on regular education students who are good readers but poor 

writers. Regular education students who are good readers but poor writers exhibit a 

similar range of problems and ineffective strategies as those exhibited by students who 

are identified as learning disabled in written expression. Most researchers (Jordan, 1986, 

Thacker, 1990), however, assume that most good readers who are poor writers are 

developmentally delayed in writing and do not have any perceptual impairment. Given 
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appropriate instruction, they will be able to complete written assignments without any 

special accommodations or compensatory strategies.  

By contrast, students identified as learning disabled in written expression, despite 

average or above average intellectual ability, tend to have difficulty (a) forming 

alphabetic letters, especially evidenced in problems in spacing between letters in words 

and spacing between words; (b) mastering the phonological codes, manifesting itself in 

spelling errors such as letter transpositions, dropped endings, or word substitutions; 

and/or (c) producing complete, organized texts (Mather & Roberts, 1995).  Researchers 

specializing in learning disabilities attribute these problems, not to a developmental lag, 

but to a perceptual impairment in receiving and processing information, especially with 

phonological awareness (Vellutino, Scanlon, & Lyon, 2000). This perceptual impairment 

is the result of a permanent central nervous control system dysfunction that causes the 

individual to process information inefficiently. Generally, individuals with learning 

disabilities will have unusual difficulties in completing some tasks but not others (Sills, 

1995). According to Public Law 94-142, a learning disability is:  

 A disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 

 understanding or using language, spoken or written, which may manifest  

itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, write, spell, or do 

mathematical  calculations (Lokerson, 1992).  

The North Carolina Department of Public Instruction has established four criteria 

for identifying students as learning disabled: 

 (a) after at least two intervention strategies have been implemented in regular  

      education or other programs, the student still exhibits learning difficulties; 
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 (b) achievement measures in age standard score units is 15 or more points              

      below intellectual functioning; 

 (c) the disability is not primarily the result of sensory deficits, motor deficits, 

       mental disability, behavioral/emotional disability or environmental,          

      cultural/linguistic, and/or economic influences. If a student’s learning              

      problem can be attributed to any of these exclusionary factors, then the    

      primary disability is not a learning disability; 

 (d) the student exhibits characteristics of learning disabilities consistent with  

       the definition (North Carolina State Board of Education, 1999, p. 27). 

The subjects of interest for this study do not meet these criteria for identification 

as learning disabled in written expression. Palmer (1986) suggests that good readers who 

are poor writers and who have no learning or behavioral disabilities are characterized by 

several behavior patterns: when reading they: (a) plan, (b) translate or interpret,  

(c) re-read, and (d) reflect upon and/or evaluate what they read. Conversely, when 

writing, these same students: (a) make limited use of planning, (b) limit the use of re-

reading during the creation of text, (c) limit reading for revision after the production of 

text, and (d) devote little or no time to reflection or evaluation of text after its production. 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Research Goals and Questions 

The purpose of this research was to investigate why some good readers perform 

poorly on narrative on-demand writing tasks when they have no identifiable learning or 

behavioral disabilities. Specifically, the research questions are: 

Research Question 1: When they read and write, do good readers who 

are poor writers activate basic strategies for successful reading and 

writing?  

Research Question 2: Do good readers who are poor writers employ 

similar, ineffective strategies when writing for different purposes? Do 

good readers who are poor writers adapt their strategies when writing 

on-demand? 

Research Question 3: Do good readers who are poor writers see or 

understand the similarities and differences between reading a story and 

writing a story? 

Research Question 4: How do good readers who are poor writers go 

about completing an on-demand writing task? Specifically, how do 

good readers who are poor writers construct meaning when 

completing both reading and writing on-demand assignments? 

Research Question 5: What similar school experiences and responses 

to narrative on-demand writing do most good readers who are poor 

writers share? 
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Research Question 6: How do good readers who are poor writers feel 

when asked to write on-demand? Are there common emotions good 

readers who are poor writers experience when asked to write narrative 

text on-demand? 

 A qualitative research design is the best approach for answering these research 

questions. Thus, these phenomenological questions were investigated through a 

qualitative research design that consisted of interviews, focus groups, review of writing 

samples that the participants completed during a remedial instructional program, and 

researcher reflections. 

 Several theoretical positions undergird the selection of qualitative methods for 

this study. First, hermeneutic theories inform our interest in understanding a task (Smith, 

1991). Both reading and composition discourse communities are interested in how good 

readers who are poor writers interpret a writing assignment. Of particular interest is how 

the performance of good readers who are poor writers is influenced by their own 

understanding and perception of the writing process and how they go about generating 

narrative prose. Such investigative questions are best addressed with qualitative 

procedures. Second, theoretical underpinnings of qualitative research paradigms include 

phenomenology and symbolic interaction. Phenomenology is an attempt to understand 

the meaning that individuals’ ascribe to an event (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Willis, 

1991). Symbolic interaction asserts that human experience is mediated by interpretation 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Situations and events do not possess their own meaning, rather 

meaning is conferred on them (Borg, Gall, & Borg, 1996; Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Thus, 

to understand why some good readers are poor writers, it was important to explore the 
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experiences of these students and how they subjectively interpret and make meaning of 

writing experiences. 

Research Site and Participant Selection 

Research Site 

 The site for this study was a local year-round elementary (K-5) school with an 

average population of 675 students and 51 teachers. This site was selected because it 

provides a rich population of students who fit the requirements to be subjects for this 

study. The school is part of a large school district in a southeastern state that has a  

moderately diverse population ethnically (73% European American, 15 % African 

American, 5% Hispanic American, 3% Asian American, 4% other), and socio-

economically (11% free and reduced lunch). Approximately 16% of the population 

receives special education services; approximately 8% receive gifted and talented 

services; and approximately 4% are identified as English-Language-Learners. For the 

past three school years, this school has met the expected yearly academic performance 

growth standards as set by the State Board of Education, and assessed using the End-of-

Grade Reading, Writing, and Mathematics Tests. During the 2000/2001 school year, 

when the subjects in this study took the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, 78% of the 

students in their class scored at or above the standard 2.5 score.  This exceeded the 

statewide percentage, 68.8%, of all fourth graders who wrote well enough to score a 2.5 

or higher. 

 The research site is a year-round school. Although the number of days in the 

school year are the same in a year-round school as they are for a school that follows a 

traditional calendar, the school calendar for year-round is rearranged into several 
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instructional blocks separated by more frequent vacations, referred to as intercession or 

track out times. The theory behind the modified calendar is that the schedule reduces 

learning loss that occurs during the usual 10 – 12 week summer break. The research site 

is on a multi-track schedule. A track refers to one or more equally sized groups of 

students attending the same school on a staggered schedule. At any given time, one of the 

four tracks of students is out on intercession, commonly referred to as ‘tracked-out.” 

Participant Selection 

Student Selection 

 The participants in this study represent a purposeful sample.  Eleven students, 

who attended the Writing Academy from July 23 – November 9, 2001, were selected 

based on specific criteria. To be included in the study, participants had to meet the 

following criteria: (a) the student must have scored a Level 3 (at grade level) or higher on 

the End-of-Grade Reading tests in both third and fourth grades; (b) the student cannot 

have any identifiable learning or behavioral disability; (c) the student is not in the process 

of being screened for a learning disability; and (d) the student took and scored a 2.0 or 

lower on the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test during the 2000-2001 school year.  

 Initially, the test records of all 24 students who attended the Writing Academy 

from July 23 – November 9, 2001 were reviewed to determine which students met the 

stated criteria for participating in the study. Fifteen students were identified. A cover 

letter and a parental permission form were mailed to the parents/guardians of the 

potential student participants (see Appendix 7.1 and 7.2). Eleven of the parents agreed to 

allow their child to participate and returned the signed permission form within one week. 

Three of the potential subjects’ parents declined to allow their child to participate. A 
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fourth potential subject’s parents returned the paper work, but indicated that their child 

was currently undergoing testing to determine the presence of a learning disability. This 

potential participant was then dropped as a candidate for the study. However, upon 

gaining permission from the student’s parents, this student agreed to be the subject for the 

researcher to pilot the interview protocol.  

Teacher Selection for Focus Group 

 All teachers who participated in the teacher focus group were selected by self-

nomination. The researcher sent out an email explaining the study and the purpose of the 

focus group for teachers. To be eligible to participate in the focus group, the teacher had 

to have at least five years of teaching experience, training in teaching writing in a 

professional development program, and currently be teaching students in either the 

second, third, fourth, or fifth grade, or be teaching Academically Gifted students in the 

third, fourth, or fifth grade. The criteria for participation in the teacher focus group was 

established to recruit experienced teachers who best exemplify an understanding of and 

implementation of the best practices in teaching writing. The focus group discussion was 

guided by a questionnaire protocol that was given to the teachers prior to the group 

meeting (see pp. 42-43). After the initial protocol questions were discussed, the 

researcher then shared a general profile of good readers who are poor writers, based on 

the researcher’s analysis and interpretation of the data from the individual student 

interviews, the student focus groups, and the researcher’s notes that were compiled when 

reviewing students’ records, portfolios, and conference notes. The researcher asked the 

teachers to respond critically to this profile and make any suggestions for additions, 

modifications, or deletions. Additionally, the researcher shared a synopsis of the 
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instructional practices for the Writing Academy and asked for their critique (see 

Appendix 7.5). 

Description of Participants 

Description of Student Participants 

The composition of the 11 students in the study, all in fifth grade during the time 

of the study, was as follows: 6 males and 5 females; 8 European Americans, 2 African 

Americans, and 1 Asian American; 2 qualified for free or reduced lunch. Of the 11 

students who participated in the study, 7 had attended the research site since 

Kindergarten; 3 had attended one other school prior to coming to this school when 

entering the third grade; and 1 student attended two other schools and came to this school 

at the beginning of fourth grade. A review of the students’ report cards revealed that all 

the students made Satisfactory or Commendable in writing when they were in the first 

and second grades. While in the third and fourth grades, all the students consistently 

averaged A’s and B’s in writing. All the students made similar grades in reading.  

Description of Teacher Participants 

 Nine out of a total pool of 21 teachers in grades second through fifth and the 

Academically Gifted teacher met the stated criteria for participating in the teacher focus 

group. An email was sent out inviting these nine to participate. Seven (78%) of the nine 

who met the criteria agreed to participate in the teacher focus group, and returned signed 

permission forms (see Appendix 7.3).  Each of these teachers had between 12 – 24 years 

of teaching experience with, an average of 16 years of experience. The researcher has 

worked collaboratively with these teachers in the development of curriculum, writing 

assignments, and assessment tools, and has a high degree of respect for each one. Both 
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before and after the focus group meeting, each one commented on how grateful she was 

to be a part of this research.  

Description of Writing Academy 

This researcher has served as a Reading and Writing Specialist since July 1997 to 

the present at this elementary school. It is also where this researcher developed and, for 

the past two years, has taught the Writing Academy, a course designed to provide intense 

remedial instruction to fifth grade students who failed the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing 

Test the previous year. North Carolina’s State Accountability Standards, which became 

effective on June 2000, mandate that if a student fails to score at or above a 2.5 on the 

Fourth Grade Narrative Writing test, the student must be provided intervention and 

assistance to develop writing skills. This researcher developed the Writing Academy in 

response to this state mandate.  

As noted earlier, the research site is a year-round school where students alternate 

between nine weeks in school and three weeks of “track-out”/vacation. Students begin 

and end their respective instructional nine-week periods on a staggered schedule. 

Students attend the Writing Academy five days a week (Monday – Friday) for 60 minutes 

each day, for 4 months when they are tracked in, for a total of 50 hours of remedial 

instruction. The Writing Academy is offered beginning the last week of July and 

continues through the first week of November. Two sections are open each time the 

Writing Academy is offered; each section is limited to 12 students. 

 Students enrolled in the Writing Academy receive direct small group and 

individualized instruction in the writing process, narrative structure, six traits assessment, 

and conferencing (see Appendix 7.5 for a list of the mini lessons addressed). By the end 
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of the Writing Academy, the students are required to have completed at least three 

narrative stories that the student revised at least three times after conferencing with the 

instructor. Students are required to have at least one individual conference with the 

teacher and lead one peer conference each week. During track-out times, students 

practice composing stories in their journals and sharing their writing with their parents 

and siblings. At the end of the Writing Academy, the students submit a writing portfolio 

and take a retest of the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test. After both the writing 

samples and the retests are scored by the teacher/researcher, two independent raters read 

and score the writing samples and the retest in order to protect against teacher bias in 

scoring. 

The format of the Writing Academy is based on research investigating the 

cognitive processes involved in writing (e.g. Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Flowers & 

Hayes, 1980) and the use of process models incorporated within a writer’s workshop 

format. Writing Workshop was modified for elementary students by Graves (1983) who 

organized the teaching of writing into five categories: (a) brainstorming, (b) drafting, (c) 

revising, (d) editing, and (e) publishing. Other researchers and practitioners (Atwell, 

1987; Calkins, 1997; Murray, 1987; Pritchard, 1993) have extended the concept of 

Writing Workshop to include student-centered conferencing, application to literature, and 

reflection.  

Six basic principles guide the daily procedures in the Writing Academy. First, 

students are provided regular, significant portions of time to write each day. A minimum 

of 40 out of 60 minutes is set aside each class period for students to engage in the 

recursive process of writing, this includes completing a self-reflection sheet for each 
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completed piece of writing (see pp. 81-82). Second, students are provided numerous 

prompts for writing and for journal topics; however, they are free to follow their own 

topics of interest. Third, each class begins with a mini-lesson on a skill or strategy. 

Fourth, students meet regularly with the teacher individually and in small groups of 2 – 4 

students, to conference about their writing, and to learn how to conference. During these 

activities, students are introduced to a composing vocabulary (see Appendix 7.4). Fifth, at 

appropriate times, students gather in response groups to read aloud their pieces, and 

afterwards, the peers share what they liked about the piece. Selected pieces are shared 

with the whole class in the Author’s Chair. Finally, a certificate of achievement and an 

individual bound copy of each student’s writing are presented during a celebration and 

author’s signing.  

The Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test is scored by the state using a holistic 

scoring rubric – an overall score that looks at all aspects of the writing together. Although 

holistic scoring is useful for placement and grading, it does not provide students with 

information as to why a composition received a particular score, nor does it provide 

adequate detail as to what a student needs to do to improve the writing. For purposes of 

diagnosing and teaching students to assess the strengths and weaknesses of a piece of 

writing that they composed, an analytic scale is more appropriate. Thus, during the 

Writing Academy, the teacher/researcher taught the students in this study how to evaluate 

their own writing using a common analytic scale, the primary–trait assessment (also 

referred to as 6 Traits) rubric developed by Spandel and Stiggins (1990). 

 Primary–trait assessment focuses on six aspects of writing: ideas and content, 

organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions. The term voice 
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refers to the author’s own unique style and personality that is reflected in the writing. 

Sentence fluency refers to the use and variety of different syntax and sentence structures. 

Conventions are the mechanical aspects of writing such as spelling, punctuation, and 

paragraph indentation.  

Spandel and Culham (1993) advocate scoring each of these traits on a 5-point scale. 

However, the teacher/researcher elected not to use the 5-point system because it was too 

confusing to students who are accustomed to the 4-point scale that is used for scoring the 

Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test. The third and fourth grade teachers at the research site 

also use a 4-point scale for grading students’ writings. Therefore, the teacher/researcher 

modified the 5-point system to a 4-point system that closely parallels the rubric for the Fourth 

Grade Narrative Writing Test. The guidelines are:  

(a) 4 = the writing exhibits a strong command of this trait,  

(b) 3 = the writing exhibits a reasonable and acceptable command of this trait, 

(c) 2 = the writing exhibits a weak command of this trait, and 

(d) 1 = the writing does not show evidence of this trait. 

During instruction and revision, the teacher/researcher restricted the focus to 2 –3 

traits at a time. The 2 – 3 traits that the students were working on to improve their writing 

were referred to as Focus Correction Areas (FCA’s). Collins (1987), who developed and 

refined this specific form of student feedback, describes FCA’s as follows: 

Focus correction is a selective approach to correcting student 

writing. In focus correcting, the teacher selects one, two, or three critical 

problem areas and corrects only those areas. Students should be informed 

of the focus correction areas before beginning their first drafts. Any area 
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for focus correction can be selected, from capitalization to the use of 

details, and focus correction areas can be chosen for an individual, a 

group, or a whole class (p. 8). 

By limiting the number and type of focus correction areas, students spend more 

time during revision improving the content of the paper, concentrating on telling a story 

rather than focusing exclusively on lower transcription skill that would not necessarily 

improve the quality of the text. 

Methods of Data Collection 

This study lasted two months. The researcher began collecting data on March 1, 

2002, with interviews, and continued until April 29, 2002, with the completion of the 

teacher focus group. All of the interviews and focus groups were conducted in the 

teacher/researcher’s classroom. 

Individual Student Interviews 

As the primary method of data collection, the researcher designed and used an 

individual, in-depth, piloted interview with the eleven students. Prior to conducting the 

interviews, the interview protocol was piloted with a potential candidate who was not a 

subject in the study. Following the pilot interview, the interview protocol was modified 

as needed (Bogdan & Bilken, 1998).  In order to develop a context for understanding the 

participants’ perspective, the first several questions in the interview focused on students’ 

experiences with reading and writing, particularly their perceptions and feelings about 

writing on-demand. The second phase of the interview asked the participants to reflect on 

their experiences in the Writing Academy and whether or not they made any connection 

between the writing they did in the Writing Academy and the way they now approach 
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writing tasks, especially on-demand writing assignments. The students were interviewed 

individually during the school day. Each interview was between 20 – 34 minutes long. 

The interviews took two weeks to complete. 

           The interview protocol questions formed the foundation and guided the overall 

direction of each interview. The questions were open-ended to ensure that the students 

would have an opportunity to elaborate on their responses. The order of the questions in 

the protocol was followed strictly; however, the format “[allowed] the researcher to 

respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new 

ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 1988, p. 74).  If a question seemed vague or difficult to 

understand, the researcher rephrased the question. Interviews were audiotaped with the 

permission of the students’ parents and the subjects themselves. The interview protocol 

questions for individual interviews were as follows: 

1. Please tell me about your school and home experiences with reading and 

writing. (I will listen for and possibly probe the participants for additional 

information if the participants do not volunteer information concerning: where 

they attended school, and whether or not they have attended several different 

schools, to what level groups they were assigned in reading and writing, 

memorable experiences, the kinds of grades they received, and any changes in 

feelings towards school and reading and writing over the past several years.) 

2.  When you are asked to do any general kind of writing, what are the things you 

do before you actually begin writing? What types of prewriting strategies do 

you use? 
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3.  When you are reading and writing, how do you go about determining what is 

important to include? What strategies do you use to remember and recall 

important ideas from the texts that you are reading? When you are writing, 

how do you decide what to include and what to leave out in your texts? 

4. When you are writing and come to a place where you don’t know right away 

what to write next, what do you do? If you are reading a narrative text, and 

you get confused or uncertain about the plot, what do you do? 

5.  Is there a difference in the way that you do pre-writing when you choose to 

write for your own purposes as compared to when you are given an 

assignment or asked to write for a test? Please describe any similarities or 

differences. 

6.  How do you generally feel, what goes through your mind or what do you 

generally think when you are initially asked to complete a writing 

assignment? 

7.   How do you feel and what do you generally think when you are asked to write 

for a test? Or to phrase the question differently, when you are told to write on 

a test, such as the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, what kinds of things 

do you think about and how do you feel about such assignments? 

8.  Is there any difference in the way you feel when doing writing assignments 

that allow you a long period of time to complete the assignment in contrast to 

those, like the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test or the Open-Ended 

Reading/Writing Tests, that require you to produce a written response in a 

limited amount of time? 
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9.  How do you feel when a teacher begins an assignment, “Now, I want you to 

write a story”? Do you enjoy writing stories? Or do you prefer writing more 

informational kinds of text? 

10. Do you see any similarities and differences in reading a story and writing a 

story? Tell me how you think that reading and writing a story are similar and 

how they are different. 

11. I’m wondering if you can help me understand the value, both long-term and 

short-term, if any, that the Writing Academy has had in helping you become a 

better writer. Was there anything in particular during the entire time you came 

to the Writing Academy that influenced the way you thought about or now 

think about writing, and writing on–demand? (In addition to listening to 

students’ responses, I may ask participants to describe what was the one thing 

that happened in the Writing Academy that helped them or hindered them in 

becoming better writers.) 

12. What advice about teaching writing would you give me or any other 

classroom teacher who really wants to make sure that all of the students in his 

or her classroom are both well motivated and prepared for the Fourth Grade 

Narrative Writing Test and for writing on–demand for regular classroom 

tests? 

13. Is there anything else that you want to tell me, that I didn’t ask about writing, 

teaching writing, or the Writing Academy? 

           After all the individual student interviews were completed, the researcher 

transcribed, analyzed and coded the individual student interviews for three weeks.  
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Writer Self-Perception Scale 

Several research studies have demonstrated that one’s attitude toward writing is 

also related to writing competence (Bottomley, Henk, & Melnick, 1997/1998; Knudson, 

1995). Understanding the perceptions that young writers have about themselves enables 

teachers to modify and develop appropriate instruction. In addition, understanding their 

perceptions of themselves as writers helps teachers demystify what the relationship 

between what students say, what they do, and why they approach writing tasks the way 

they do. During the individual student interviews, all the subjects mentioned that prior to 

attending the Writing Academy they lacked confidence in themselves as writers. As a 

result, the researcher decided to administer the Writer Self-Perception Scale (see 

Appendix 7.8). The rationale was for the researcher to evaluate the subjects’ overall 

change in their self-perception as writers as a result of attending the Writing Academy.  

The Writer Self-Perception Scale (WSPS), developed by Bottomley, Henk, and 

Melnick (1997/1998), consists of 37 items in a Likert-type format, each with five 

possible responses ranging from strongly agree (5 points) to strongly disagree (1 point), 

and 1 general item, question #15, “I think I am a good writer.” The WSPS, designed to be 

administered to fourth, fifth, and sixth grade students, yields five general areas of 

information: (a) General Progress, GPR, refers to the student’s perception as to whether 

or not s/he perceives that s/he has improved in his/her overall writing over a specified 

amount of time and as to his/her perception concerning the effectiveness of instruction;  

(b) Specific Progress, SPR, refers to how well the student perceives his/her ability to 

revise text based upon explicit dimensions of writing such as focus, clarity, organization, 

style, and coherence;  (c) Observational Comparison, OC, measures how a student 
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perceives his/her performance in relation to peers; (d) Social Feedback, SF, examines 

how a student perceives the feedback s/he receives from teachers, parents, and peers; and 

(e) Physiological States, PS, measures the internal feelings a student has when writing. 

The WSPS’s psychometric properties justify its use in the classroom and research 

context. Reliabilities for the instrument, as calculated by the Cronbach Alpha, for each of 

the predicted scales were General Progress, .90; Specific Progress, .89; Observational 

Comparison, .90; Social Feedback, .87; and Physiological States, .91  (Bottomley, Henk, 

and Melnick, 1997/1998). 

Focus Groups 

Student Participant Focus Groups 

 After the completion of the individual student interviews, and after all the 

interviews had been transcribed, coded, and analyzed, the researcher offered two focus 

group sessions, and interviewed students were invited to attend one or both sessions. Five 

students attended the first focus group; three, the second.  No student chose to attend both 

sessions. Three students were absent on both days the focus groups were offered.  

The groups met for approximately 45 minutes. The discussion topics were 

designed to query the students further about their perceptions of writing and the impact of 

the Writing Academy. Further, the discussion was also designed as member checks to 

confirm, modify, or refute the researcher’s initial findings and interpretations from the 

interviews. 

 Both focus group meetings began with the researcher asking the students to 

complete the Writer Self-Perception Scale (Bottomley, Henk, & Melnick, 1997/1998). 

Questions for the student focus group discussion emerged from analysis of the individual 
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student interviews. The guiding questions for the students’ focus group discussion were 

as follows: 

1. Although I asked each of you individually during the interviews, I want to ask 

you as a group, and have you discuss among yourselves, “What makes writing 

so hard?” 

2.  Everyone said in the individual interviews that it was easier to write without 

time limits than to write on-demand, like for a test. Why do you think that 

after each of you finished the Writing Academy, each of you did so well on 

the retest and completed the test in the designated amount of time? 

3. Let’s talk about writer’s block. I am going to read some summary statements 

from your interviews that describe strategies to overcome writer’s block when 

writing on-demand. I want you to respond by telling whether or not you 

learned these strategies in the Writing Academy, and whether or not you use 

them now in your writing.  

a. When you come to a place where you run out of ideas and just freeze 

during writing, you just stop, start re-reading at the beginning of the 

text, and when you get to where you had stopped, you usually come up 

with a sentence or idea that gets you going again. 

b. When rereading from the beginning doesn’t help, reread and rephrase 

the prompt, review your planning/prewriting, and then attempt to 

begin writing again. 
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c. Close your eyes and try to visualize the scene again. Spend just a few 

moments thinking about what happened in slow motion, and then 

begin writing as quickly as you can everything you visualized. 

d. If all of a sudden the plan doesn’t make sense, stop and try to think of 

a book, movie scene, or story that you had heard, told, or previously 

written that matches the key concept of the prompt, and modify your 

plan by borrowing and personalizing the “WOW” moment that you are 

trying to create in your story. 

4. Eric Maisel (1999) is a writer and counselor who helps people who are writers 

and who have difficulty with their writing. In one of his books he lists seven 

principles that he says are important for writers to learn so that they will not 

be so stressed by writing. I am going to share two of his most important ideas 

with you because you mentioned these concepts during the individual 

interviews. I want you to tell me what you think about these ideas/suggestions, 

and whether or not these were things you learned in the Writing Academy. 

a. Hush the Mind 

According to Maisel (1999), “hushing the mind” means 

“…silencing all the demons that destroy our resolve and drown out 

our good ideas” (p. 15-16). 

b. Honoring the Process 

By “honoring the process,” Maisel (1999) means accepting the fact 

that writing is hard work, that it is often complex, and that it can be 

painful. 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

42

5. At the beginning of the Writing Academy, I told you that the number one rule  

for writing was based on a quote from the movie, “Finding Forrester” (Mark, 

Connery, & Tollefson, 2000). The rule was this, “[Write from the heart, then 

from the head]1.” Several of you mentioned in your interviews that you 

remembered this quote and that it helped you in future writing assignments. 

Talk about this quote among yourselves and tell me once again how it helped 

you? 

6.  How important were the conferencing strategies that you learned both with the     

     teacher and with your peers? What value did you see in learning to conference    

     with both the teacher as well as with your peers? How did these help your own  

   writing? 

7. Finally, I want to ask you to talk about the prompts, how you address the 

prompt in the writing assignment, and the importance that you see in freedom 

to choose your prompt. 

Teacher Focus Group 

 The researcher met with seven teachers for a focus group discussion after the data 

from the focus group with students had been compiled and analyzed, and the researcher 

had confirmed or modified the initial findings from analysis of the individual interviews. 

The study was conceptualized this way in order to balance the students’ perceptions with 

those of teachers and to compare and contrast them. The questions that guided the teacher 

focus group were as follows: 

                                                 
1 The actual quote from the film is, “ You write your first draft with your heart. And you rewrite with your 
head.” 
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1. What is the connection between the writing process and teaching writing on-

demand (writing for test; i.e., The Fourth Grade Narrative writing Test)? 

2. What different writing genres/types of writing do you use to develop writing 

fluency? How do you connect these to writing narrative text? Approximately 

how many minutes a day do your students write during class? 

3. Roughly, how many writing assignments, using the complete writing process, 

do you assign/teach each quarter? Each year? 

4. Do you teach peer conferencing? If so how and how often do you incorporate 

it into your teaching? What is its value to you and to your students? 

5. How do you go about identifying good readers who are poor writers, when 

they have no discernable learning or behavioral disabilities? 

6. Why do you think some good readers are poor writers when they have no 

identifiable learning or behavioral disabilities? 

Document Collection 

 Document collection refers to the collection of written documents produced by 

the students, teachers, and the teacher/researcher involved in this study. Anderson, Herr, 

and Nihlen (1994) argue that documents, “provide the researcher with facts pertaining to 

the subject and give insight into the organization, its history, and its purposes.” In this 

study, the teacher/researcher used: (a) students’ portfolios, a collection of three stories 

that each student completed going through the entire writing process; (b) four self-

reflection forms per student (see p. 82); (c) teacher/researcher conference notes 

transcribed in each student’s portfolio; (d) teacher/researcher notes transcribed in the 

lesson plans for the 2001 Writing Academy; (e) transcripts of the individual student 
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interviews and teacher/researcher notes from the interviews; (f) notes made during the 

teacher focus group discussion; and (g) the discussion sheets teachers completed prior to 

attending the focus group. 

 Data Analysis 

The qualitative approach used in this study is analytic induction whereby the 

researcher sought to generate and develop categories in order to produce delimited 

theories grounded in the data.  Because phenomenological study assumes commonality of 

those human experiences that are similar, this researcher read across interviews, noting 

similarities and differences, and used pattern coding to identify themes. This approach 

balanced the analysis of samples of the students’ writing from their portfolios and the 

notes that the teacher/researcher had previously transcribed during and after conferencing 

with each student during the Writing Academy.  Using the "constant comparative 

method," the teacher/researcher constantly and recursively compared data gathered from 

the interviews, analysis of student writing from the portfolios, transcriptions of 

conferencing notes, and teacher commentary recorded in student portfolios. This was a 

dialectic, rather than linear, process, through which the substantive research questions 

were used to generate theory and hypotheses about the overall characteristics of these 

good readers who are poor writers, and the students’ perceptions of the value of the 

Writing Academy.  

This research yields three arenas of information: (a) an understanding of the 

strategy applications that good readers who are poor writers employ when completing on-

demand narrative writing assignments, (b) an understanding of the emotional factors that 

impact good readers who are poor writers’ overall performance, and (c) a critique of the 
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effectiveness of a writing workshop remediation program - the instructional model of the 

Writing Academy. 

Validity Issues 

All research is concerned with producing reliable and valid knowledge in an 

ethical manner. In quantitative research, validity refers to the degree that a test instrument 

actually measures what it purports to measure. Additionally, validity refers to the degree 

to which the inferences based on the data are meaningful, useful, and appropriate 

(Anastasi, 1988; Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). Research based on quantitative methodology 

is grounded in the belief that the world can be understood in terms of universal laws and 

objective truth. The positivistic and empiricist underpinnings suggest that there is only 

one reality and, consequently, one measure of the accuracy of this reality. 

However, the qualitative researcher views the world through a different lens. 

Qualitative researchers argue that there is no one singular universal truth, the social world 

is multi-faceted, and thus, as Gall, Borg, & Gall (1996) have argued, “Validity and 

reliability become problematic…if one rejects the possible assumption of a reality that 

can be known objectively” (p. 572).  

Hammersley (1990) defines validity in qualitative research as “… truth: 

interpreted as the extent which an account accurately represents the social phenomena to 

which it refers” (p. 57).  

Following are eight types of validity discussed in relationship to this study. 

Construct Validity 

 Construct validity requires that instruments or interview questions are designed 

to address the construct being examined in the study (Yin, 1994). Because the study 
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focused on students’ feelings and perceptions regarding their writing experiences, 

questions were asked about their feelings and perceptions.  

Internal Validity  

Internal validity, “indicates the trustworthiness of the conclusions of a study, as 

they apply to the sample observed and the context used in the study” (Jaeger, 1993,  

p. 373). Furthermore, internal validity is concerned with causal relationships (Gall, Borg, 

& Gall, 1996). The qualitative aspect of the study sought to investigate only how the 

students feel and perceive their own experiences in reading and writing and did not seek 

to determine causal relationships. Moreover, as Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 

(1993) have argued: 

           Within the prevailing research paradigm truth value is described in 

terms of internal validity, that is, the isomorphic relationship between the 

data of an inquiry and the phenomena those data represent. However, 

because naturalistic inquiry does not make the assumption of a single 

objective reality, the objective ascertainment of an isomorphism ceases to 

have any relevance. More pertinent is the compatibility of the constructed 

realities that exist in the minds of the inquiry’s respondents with those 

attributed to them. This relationship is termed credibility. 

           Credibility needs to be established with the individuals and groups 

who have supplied data for the inquiry. It is assessed by determining 

whether the description developed through inquiry in a particular setting 

“rings true” for those persons who are members of that setting. Because 

these persons represent different constructed realities, a credible outcome 
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is one that adequately represents both the areas on which these realities 

converge and the points on which they diverge.” (p. 29-30) 

Credibility in this study was established when the researcher held the focus group 

for the student participants, shared with them his insights and conclusions, and asked for 

their reactions/understanding to this description of them. The researcher was careful to 

share his interpretations with the subjects and ask for their feedback to ensure that the 

researcher’s interpretation of the data clearly reflected the reality as perceived by the 

subjects being studied. 

External Validity  

External validity is concerned with how the findings in a study can be generalized 

to other similar groups (Gall, Borg & Gall, 1996). Because this study is primarily 

descriptive and seeks to illuminate students’ feelings and perceptions about writing and 

reading, the results may be limited, but still applicable to a small group that appears to be 

typical of good readers who are poor writers.  

Democratic Validity 

 Democratic validity refers to the extent to which the researcher collaborates with 

and takes into consideration the multiple views and interests of the various stakeholders 

in the problem that the researcher will examine (Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 1994). The 

individual students in the study are the primary stakeholders. These students understand 

the importance of becoming good writers, if for no other reason than to pass the required 

state–mandated writing tests. By interviewing and providing an opportunity for these 

good readers who are poor writers to participate in interviews and focus groups, this 

researcher is ensuring that this group has an opportunity to express views and concerns 
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about the writing test and the instructional curriculum of the Writing Academy used to 

prepare other students to successfully prepare and pass future tests. Furthermore, teachers 

have a stake in improving their instruction so that their students succeed. Additionally, 

this researcher is a stakeholder. This researcher hopes to improve his own teaching, and 

the format of the Writing Academy, and to share with colleagues new insights and 

instructional strategies that are learned or confirmed in this study.  

Process Validity  

Process validity issues relate to the dependability and credibility of the study 

(Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 1994). Process validity is established when the researcher 

employs a variety of methods for data collection and analyzes those data in an 

appropriate way. In order to guard against simplistic assumptions, this researcher 

compared/contrasted and crosschecked the data from multiple sources: (a) individual 

student interview transcripts and researcher’s notes made during the interviews,  

(b) teacher/researcher’s notes from the student focus groups, (c) student portfolios with 

teacher/researcher conferencing notes, (d) teacher/researcher’s notes from the teacher 

focus group, and  (e) teacher/researcher reflection notes. Further, he shared the findings 

with other professionals for feedback and sought their interpretation of some of the 

selected findings of the study. 

Outcome Validity  

Outcome validity assures that the research opens the door for further research and 

new ways of understanding the phenomena. According to Anderson, Herr, and Nihlen 

(1994), outcome validity is the extent to which the research leads to some type of 

resolution of the problem being studied and forces a reframing of the problem in a more 
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complex way, resulting in a new set of problems and/or questions. The primary goal of 

this study is to create a profile of the good reader who is a poor writer. Furthermore, this 

research has generated this profile with the direct input of the sample of students who 

were being studied. This study provides an initial sketch of good readers who are poor 

writers that includes their feelings and beliefs about writing on demand, instructional 

strategies that they found helpful, and critical analysis of the effectiveness of one 

remedial program, the Writing Academy. Each one of these areas is fodder for future 

studies. 

Catalytic Validity  

Catalytic validity is the extent to which the research process empowers the 

participants “towards knowing the reality in order to transform it” (Anderson, Herr, & 

Nihlen, 1994, p.31). It is the reorienting and change of both the researcher’s and 

participants’ views and understanding of the problem and issues involved. Through this 

research, the participants were afforded an opportunity to reflect on their own growth as 

writers. Additionally, this researcher is optimistic that the research has revealed new 

ways to conceptualize how we identify and remediate good readers who are poor writers. 

Dialogic Validity  

Dialogic validity is the monitoring of interpretation of the data, either as a result 

of peer collaboration or peer review, or reflective dialogue with other practitioner 

researchers (Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 1994). After all interviews were completed and 

the participants had an opportunity to participate in a focus group discussion, this 

researcher invited a group of 7 teachers to meet as a focus group. During the meeting, the 
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researcher shared the key ideas and concepts gleaned from the study and asked these 

teachers to respond to these findings in light of their own experiences in teaching writing.  

Reliability Issues 

In qualitative research, reliability refers to the criterion concerned with the 

stability, consistency, and equivalence of the findings and interpretations of the study. It 

is the extent to which repeated administrations of a measure will provide the same data, 

or the extent to which a measure administered once, but by a different person, would 

produce equivalent results. 

However, as Bogdan and Bilken (1992) explain, qualitative research does not 

assume that the findings of a study can be replicated exactly. Instead, they argue: 

In qualitative studies, researchers are concerned with the accuracy and 

comprehensiveness of their data. Qualitative researchers tend to view 

reliability as a fit between what they record as data and what actually 

occurs in the setting under study, rather than the literal consistency across 

different observations (p.48). 

This study investigated students’ strategies, feelings, perceptions, and opinions. 

To ensure a fit between the researcher’s records and what students reported, the 

researcher added focus groups with students and teachers as member checks. Also, the 

researcher looked for patterns and themes across the data. Therefore, other researchers, 

using the same subjects, the same interview instruments, and the same procedure would 

probably arrive at similar conclusions. The important issue is that student’ perceptions, 

opinions, and interpretations should remain constant across studies and time, and not be 

influenced by an individual researcher. 
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Coding Data 

 Miles and Huberman (1994) state that in general, pattern codes are either 

explanatory or inferential; they identify an emergent theme, pattern, or explanation. 

These researchers have identified four main areas that typically represent pattern codes: 

themes, theoretical constructs, relationships, and causes or explanations. Harris and 

Hodges (1995) define a construct as a “theoretical concept based on observable 

phenomena that aid the researcher in analyzing and understanding some aspect of a 

study” (p.43). 

In this study, the researcher listened to the individual audiotapes and 

simultaneously reread the transcripts on multiple occasions to ensure that key points were 

not lost or erroneously interpreted. He coded the data and placed them into the construct 

categories (a basic profile of good readers/poor writers, or the impact of the Writing 

Academy), and/or to one of the theme categories (strategies, common experiences, and 

emotions). 

The analytic induction method was used in this study.  After selecting appropriate 

subjects for the study, each was interviewed regarding experiences in writing, and 

especially about writing on-demand. As stated, these data were classified and categorized 

according to the “perspectives held by the students” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). The 

process of coding and analyzing the data was as follows: 

1. After all the interviews were completed, the researcher transcribed the 

interviews. 

2. Second, each individual interview was read closely, with marginal and 

reflective researcher comments jotted on the left and right margins based on 
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notes made during the actual interview. Key or repeated phrases and words 

were occasionally circled or underlined.  

3. During the second and third readings, the researcher highlighted repeated 

topics or concepts across interviews using different colors and symbols. 

4. Next, the researcher clustered comments by colors or symbols.  

5. Then, excerpted comments were selected to identify a construct (a basic 

profile of a good reader who is a poor writer or the impact of the Writing 

Academy), and/or themes (writing strategies, emotions, and common 

experiences). Analytic assertions were formulated based on categorizing 

similar and repeated statements and experiences. 

6. The constructs, themes, and assertions became the topics for the focus groups 

with students and teachers.  

7. To establish credibility of researcher interpretation, member checking was 

done. The two student focus groups were held to test the constructs, themes, 

assertions, and researcher’s interpretations of the data against the 

interpretation of the participants. During both student focus groups, the 

researcher shared the concepts behind the construct, themes, and assertions in 

a language that the students could understand. Students were asked to respond 

to statements and questions openly and encouraged to point out any ideas they 

believed to be misrepresentative of them or their experiences, allowing them 

to evaluate the researcher’s interpretation from their point of view. 

8. Next, the construct, themes, and assertions were modified based on the 

students’ point of view, after the researcher again confirmed the students’ 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

53

suggestions by comparing their input with the transcriptions of the individual 

interviews and the researcher’s notes. 

9. The researcher then met with seven experienced colleagues in a focus 

discussion group. During this teacher focus group meeting, the revised 

constructs, themes, and assertions were shared, and colleagues were afforded 

an opportunity to respond to the researcher’s conclusions.  

10. Finally, all the revision notes, along with the additions, modifications, and 

deletions, were once again validated by referencing the transcriptions of 

individual interviews, the student focus groups, the teacher focus group, and 

the researcher’s notes from conferences, lesson plans, and students’ school 

records checks. 

Limitations of the Study 

  This study was designed to learn from students’ own perspectives how they 

experience writing narrative text on-demand and the value they see in attending the 

Writing Academy. Although numerous validity techniques were used (see pp. 45 – 49) to 

ensure that the teacher/researcher was accurately interpreting the perceptions of these 

good readers who are poor writers, some limitations remain. Despite the fact that the 

sample is diverse, this study was conducted in one school with a fairly consistent social-

economic status (SES). More studies that look at multiple settings, and different types of 

settings with more diverse SES representation need to be conducted to explore whether 

the perspectives represented here are generalizable to a larger audience or applicable only 

to populations that are similar to this particular site.  
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  In this study, representation was balanced according to gender (6 males; 5 

females), and race (8 white; 2 African Americans; and 1 Asian American). Because of 

the small sample, issues of gender and race were beyond the scope of this study. 

However, future studies need to investigate the interaction of race and gender with one’s 

self-perception as a writer and the student’s perception as to the effectiveness of the 

Writing Academy. 

  Also, beyond the scope of this study are other factors that could influence writing 

performance, such as: (a) lack of consistent instruction as a result of transferring schools,  

(b) parental influence, especially when parents convey directly or indirectly to students 

their own negative views about writing on-demand and state Writing Tests, and (c) 

language diversity issues related to cultural dialect and English Language Learners. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

55

CHAPTER IV: ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

           The purpose of this study was to investigate why some good readers perform 

poorly on narrative on-demand writing tasks when they have no identifiable learning or 

behavioral disabilities. This research was designed to investigate and describe the 

strategy applications and the emotions of good readers who are poor writers in the 

context of writing narrative text on-demand, and to assess their perceptions regarding the 

effectiveness of the Writing Academy. Three types of procedures (Denzin, 1989) were 

used to verify the data: across collection methods (document analysis, scores on the 

Writer Self-Perception Scale, individual interviews, and focus groups), across data 

sources (students and teachers), and across investigators (“critical friend,” formal 

member checking in focus groups, and informal member checking with individuals). 

Data were systematically classified according to their relationship to the two construct 

categories (a basic profile of good readers who are poor writers, and the impact of the 

Writing Academy), and/or to a theme category (strategies, common experiences, and 

emotions)    

The results of the study will be presented in relationship to the original questions 

posed to be examined.  

Research Question 1: When they read and write, do good readers who 

are poor writers activate basic strategies for successful reading and 

writing?  

The analysis investigated use of two basic strategies undergirding successful 

reading and writing: schema activation (which includes prereading, prewriting, and recall 

of story grammar) and metacognitive/self-regulation strategies (which refers to 
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monitoring one’s comprehension when reading and writing, and the application of 

specific strategies to complete a writing assignment). Conference notes in each individual 

student portfolio and the transcriptions of the individual student interviews indicated that 

students are aware of schema activation when they read narrative text. They recounted 

the importance of skimming and activating prior knowledge when reading narrative text. 

Furthermore, they cited specific instances describing in detail how and when they utilized 

schema strategies in reading. For example, student 11M stated, “When I read I always 

think about the characters, plot, surprises, and the way the writer uses vocabulary words.”  

However, students in this study did not readily or efficiently engage in any 

schema activation prior to writing. Their prewriting lacked evidence of any consideration 

of story grammar – the basic elements composing a tale. On the first day of the Writing 

Academy every student was given a narrative writing assignment so that the 

teacher/researcher could assess each student’s current understanding and application of 

writing strategies and determine their level of proficiency in composing narrative text.  

Five students (45%) engaged in some type of prewriting. A close examination of both the 

prewriting and actual story of one student’s work, student 12M, revealed no relationship 

between his prewriting plan and the story he wrote. Two of the students, 8M and 10M, 

engaged in prewriting using a flow map, where they listed the sequence of events in a set 

of boxes/frames that would be noted in the story. Student 1F’s prewriting consisted of the 

construction of a web, but she employed the strategy in a nontraditional way: she listed 

key events which she wanted to include in the story in each branch, much like a flow 

map, but not in an identifiable order. Student 4M employed the strategy of writing the 

topic (pirates) in the middle of the page, drawing a circle around it, and then listing four 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

57

facts about the subject, and then placed another larger circle around both the subject and 

the facts that he had listed. None of the prewriting these five students did evidenced prior 

thinking about specific elements of story grammar - a problem, solution, or theme for 

their stories- beyond listing key events. 

The other six students (55%) had not taken the time to generate any written plan, 

and teacher notes in their portfolios indicate that the students acknowledged that they did 

not take the time to plan before beginning to compose their stories. As evidenced in the 

teacher conference notes, each admitted that s/he never engaged in any planning prior to 

composing narrative text.  

The data indicate that these students understood and applied meta-cognitive 

strategies to enhance comprehension when reading narrative text. When students were 

asked how or what they did to ensure they were comprehending when reading narrative 

text, they cited: (a) predicting the plot, attempts of characters to resolve the problem, 

character behavior, and the outcome in the story; (b) summarizing the sections that they 

had read; (c) connecting ideas in the text to their own experiences; and (d) relying on 

background knowledge to construct meaning when ideas they were reading were unclear. 

Subject 8M expressed his use of meta-cognitive awareness in reading when he stated in 

his interview, “When I read a book and have no idea about what is going on, or how I 

think it might end, I just skim back over what I read, and then I add a prediction to the 

story.” During one focus group discussion, this same student, 8M, added that, “When I 

am reading, I turn the page and think about what will happen next and see if it does.” 

During that same student focus group discussion, four other students (2F, 4M, 6F, and 

7M) recalled how they visualize a text when they read.  
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These students, upon entering the Writing Academy, evidenced no use of any 

self-regulation strategies when composing narrative text. During a focus group, the 

researcher asked the students to share how difficult it used to be for them to stay on task 

(i.e. Hush the mind and hold the intention in writing; see pp. 93 - 94). Subject 4M 

confessed, “It was real easy to get carried away and off track when I used to write.” To 

which student 8M quickly added, “Oh yes, writing that last story was a lot easier than the 

first because I knew how to get through a story. I used to couldn’t just sit down and write 

something and stick to it.” Student 7M admitted to the other students in the focus group 

how he would, “stop writing, do all that funky stuff like play with the pencil or squirm 

around, and then come back, and then [he] didn’t know what to write.” 

Research Question 2: Do good readers who are poor writers employ 

similar, ineffective strategies when writing for different purposes? Do 

good readers who are poor writers adapt their strategies when writing 

on-demand? 

 In general, students vary writing strategies, but only when the teacher provides 

specific guidelines and assistance. Two students (18%), 7M and 11M, stated that prior to 

the Writing Academy, they used the same strategies for prewriting and composing for all 

other writing assignments, regardless of whether the writing was school related or for 

personal reasons. Subject 1F stated that she used prewriting for assignments that required 

her to follow the writing process because she knew that she would be graded on each 

step, and she believed that, “it [the prewriting writing plan] had to be perfect - follow the 

plan and every step just as the teacher tells you to.” Student 7M expressed a similar 

thought stating the he only used prewriting in assignments when the teacher provided 
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prewriting packets “because it was easier to complete ‘regular’ writing assignments than 

it was to complete on-demand writing assignments because they [teachers] give you 

everything you need.” One student, 6F, explained that before the Writing Academy she 

engaged in prewriting only if the teacher provided guidelines for planning because, 

“without those packets, it’s really hard for me to do it. On a regular paper I couldn’t do it 

by myself.” Similarly, student 12M relied on either the teacher or his mother to tell him 

what types of prewriting he needed to do prior to composing various types of text.  

Others, like student 9F, confessed that, “I don’t really like to plan. Sometimes I 

just write my first sentence, think about it, and keep writing.”  Student 4M’s response 

summarizes what many did prior to attending the Writing Academy: “Usually I just 

thought about what I was going to write about and put it down on paper.” 

Research Question 3: Do good readers who are poor writers see or 

understand the similarities and differences between reading a story and 

writing a story? 

 Students in this study were unable to articulate any clear understanding of the 

similarities between reading and writing narrative texts. Student 7M stated explicitly that 

he did not see any similarities because “when you are writing a story you are thinking it 

all up from scratch, and when you are reading a story someone else has already thought it 

up for you from scratch.” When the researcher asked him to pause and spend a few 

minutes to see if he could think of any ways in which reading and writing processes 

might be similar, he responded, “The only way they are alike is that they both force you 

to think. When you read, you think and when you write, you think. But when you are 

combined into both, you have to think harder.” 
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 Although students in this study could not explain how reading and writing are 

similar, they could identify differences. Good readers who are poor writers understand 

the different cognitive demands that are required in reading and writing. Students 

perceived reading as acquiring information, and writing as generating and 

communicating information. For example, student 1F responded in her interview, “If you 

read, you’re picking up information - learning things. In writing you have to know things 

and put them into words.” Another student, 6F, responded, “Usually you’re getting 

information into your head when you read a book, but then you have to let information 

out when you’re writing.” Student 12M expressed his understanding when he stated, 

“When you’re writing a story, you try to fit ideas together to tell someone about 

something. But when you read a story, you are trying to understand what they are trying 

to say.” 

 During both student focus group meetings, when the researcher began each 

session with the question, “What makes writing so difficult for you?,” the students agreed 

unanimously, in the words of student 4M, “It’s such hard work! You have to think so 

much!” Student 7M’s understanding was that, “When you read, the author has done all 

the work, but when you write, you have to do all the work.”  

Research Question 4: How do good readers who are poor writers go 

about completing an on-demand writing task? Specifically, how do 

good readers who are poor writers construct meaning when 

completing both reading and writing on-demand assignments? 

Students in this study relied heavily on story grammar (i.e., characters, setting, 

problem, and solution) to construct meaning when reading narrative text, and especially 
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when they were required to retell a story. Conversely, the data demonstrate that these 

students’ writing, prior to receiving remedial instruction in the Writing Academy, can be 

classified as “knowledge telling” (Bereiter & Scardamalia 1987) rather than meaning 

construction. According to Bereiter and Scardamalia, knowledge telling is when the 

reader can clearly see that the author has engaged in little or no planning, the text seems 

to have been quickly drafted, and little or no revision or reflection is evident. The text is 

simply a listing of ideas, loosely connected. 

 The five students (45%) who evidenced prewriting strategies prior to attending 

the Writing Academy engaged in a diverse set of strategies to complete on-demand 

narrative writing assignments. Two of the students (18%) cited a basic type of graphic 

organizer as their previous preferential strategy for planning a story. However, both 

stated during the interviews that they did not know how to apply the plan to their stories 

once they began composing. Student 8M noted that after attending the Writing Academy, 

“I still use my bubble map, but I make up a couple of paragraphs in my mind to get the 

idea more clear before I start writing.” 

            All of the students (100%) mentioned both during the individual student 

interviews and the student focus group discussions how they struggled with interpreting 

and addressing the prompt when writing on-demand. 

During the individual interviews, students were asked, “When you are reading 

and writing, how do you go about determining what to include when retelling a story, and 

what do you think is essential to include when writing a story?” Every student (100%) 

made reference to story grammar (setting, characters, problem, plot) as a basic guide for 

reading and writing narrative text, but conceded during the focus group discussions that 
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their understanding and application of story grammar to composing were “vague” or 

“weak” prior to attending the Writing Academy. These students confessed that until the 

Writing Academy, they could recite the elements of story grammar to their teachers or 

parents, but were unable to use them as a guide to creating a story that went beyond a 

listing of events.  

Research Question 5: What similar school experiences and responses 

to narrative on-demand writing do most good readers who are poor 

writers share? 

 Throughout their school years, students in this study have always made good 

grades in writing, but still perceived themselves to be better readers than writers. For 

example, 4M stated, “I’ve always kind of hated writing, but I always loved reading.” Or 

7M’s response, “Writing hasn’t been the best for me…but I know my reading grades are 

good.” Student 8 M’s response was, “I’ve always really liked reading, but I wasn’t very 

good at writing.” Student 9F echoed an attitude that was shared by all the students in this 

study when she remarked, “When you are reading the story that you are writing, and 

when it’s done, you usually don’t think it’s that good. But when you read someone else’s 

work, it’s really good.” 

 All of these students (100%) failed the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, and 

every one during the interviews mentioned how that experience reinforced their negative 

views of writing. For example, student 4M responded, “Well, when I failed the Writing 

Test, I was really mad, and it just made me hate it [writing] even more.” 
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Only one student gave any indication that he ever enjoyed writing more than 

reading. Student 10M, stated, “In third grade, I started liking writing more than reading 

because I got to write stories.”  

Three students (27%), all females (students 2F, 5F, and 9F), said during the 

individual interviews that they have always kept journals and written lots of letters at 

home. When writing in both their journals or composing letters to family and friends, 

each of these girls referenced times where they recounted life events in narrative form. 

None of the students in this study had an opportunity to observe proficient writers 

model schema and self-regulation strategies prior to the Writing Academy. Furthermore, 

these students were not provided opportunities to study and learn from well-written text. 

Student 7M commented during his interview, “[The Writing Academy teacher] always 

had the overhead on and showed us how to do things and fix stuff [i.e., referring to 

modeling composing and revision strategies]. That really got me situated cause I then saw 

it and knew what to do. I didn’t have any other teachers do that.”  

During the teacher focus group, two teachers pointed out that many of these good 

readers who are poor writers have parents at home who are prolific readers and who 

discuss what they are reading with their children. Yet, these same parents do not model or 

discuss their writing with their children. Furthermore, all the teachers in the teacher focus 

group acknowledged that they did not model writing impromptu either for their entire 

class, in small groups, or during individual conferences. 

Additionally, students in this study did not have an opportunity to read and 

examine samples of high quality text other than that of professional writers, or see 

examples of works in progress. Furthermore, prior to the Writing Academy none engaged 
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in extensive conferencing with a teacher or peers to receive specific feedback on how to 

improve their texts. Three students in this study (27%), students 2F, 5F, and 8M, could 

not recall having conferenced individually or in small groups with a teacher about his/her 

writing when s/he was in the fourth grade. For example, student 2F stated, “We didn’t 

really conference in the fourth grade. We wrote stories, turned them in, then the teacher 

returned them with a note on how to fix them up.” The other eight students (73%) 

reported that they had conferenced with their fourth grade teacher, but that the 

conferences were not as frequent, in-depth, or focused as those they had in the Writing 

Academy with either the teacher/researcher or a peer. Student 10M remembered doing 

some conferencing with his fourth grade teacher, but stressed, “We didn’t do nearly as 

much as in here [referring to the Writing Academy].” 

Research Question 6: How do good readers who are poor writers feel 

when asked to write on-demand? Are there common emotions good 

readers who are poor writers experience when asked to write narrative 

text on-demand? 

Seven students (64%) stated that, prior to the Writing Academy, they experienced 

great stress and anxiety when asked to compose any type of text, especially on-demand. 

The comments about the stress that these subjects felt ranged from student 12M, “I feel a 

little confused,” to student 6F, “I feel strange because you never know. I crunch up my 

shoulders, cause I don’t know,” to 9F, “I feel like saying, ‘Oh shite,’ a slang word I use 

for a word I’m never supposed to say.” Subject 8M reported that he always got “scared, 

wondering how in the world I was going to put that in a story [referring to the topic].” 

Student 2F noted that she always got “butterflies in her stomach” when asked to write on-
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demand. Student 4M commented, “I always said to myself in my mind, ‘Not another 

writing assignment! I am not a really good writer.’” Student 5F expressed the concern 

that most students seemed to convey about their fear of writing narrative text on-demand 

when she was queried by the researcher, “Which is worse, completing a writing project or 

writing on-demand?” Her immediate response was, “TESTS! Because tests have a bigger 

effect on your grade.” 

The remaining four students (36%) reported moderate feelings of negative stress 

when asked to write on-demand. Their emotional responses to writing on-demand were 

described using phrases such as student 1F, “I get a little nervous,” to 7M,” Boo! We 

have another writing thing,” to 10M, “I start to feel a little excited,” to 11M, “I know I 

am in trouble!” 

All students participating in this study were administered the Writer Self-

Perception Scale (WSPS). The eight students who attended the student focus groups 

completed the WSPS immediately before the focus group discussions began. The three 

students who were absent and unable to attend the student focus groups were asked to 

complete the WSPS when they returned to school. They agreed and completed the form 

during their study hall period.  

As reported earlier, the WSPS yields information concerning students’ perceptions 

of themselves as writers in five general areas and on one specific item, item 15. The areas 

of information are: (a) General Progress (GPR), (b) Specific Progress (SPR), (c) 

Observational Comparison (OC), (d) Social Feedback (SF),  

(e) Physiological States (PS), and (f) item 15, “I think I am a good writer.” 

Table 4.1 presents a summary of the results of this self-report instrument.  
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Bottomley, Henk, and Melnick (1997/1998) note, for purposes of interpretation: 

            For each scale, any score slightly below, equal to, or slightly 

greater than the mean indicates that the child’s writer self-perceptions are 

in the normal range. On the other hand, scores that are considerably lower 

than the scale means would be a cause for concern. When the scores fall 

more than one standard deviation below the mean, they are considered to 

be in the low range (i.e., GPR <30, SPR <24, OC <23, SF <22, and PS 

<16). By the same token, scores that exceed the mean by more than one 

standard deviation would indicate a very desirable writer self-perception 

(i.e., GPR >39, SPR > .34, OC >37, SF >32, and PS >28). (p. 288) 
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Table 4.1 

Subject GPR SPR OC SF PS Item 15 
1F 32 26 30 28 24 5 
2F 38 35 39 32 29 5 
4M 33 27 21 13 8 1 
5F 23 15 21 24 7 1 
6F 32 24 30 25 21 4 
7M 36 27 32 27 19 5 
8M 39 34 29 28 21 5 
9F 27 25 28 27 25 5 

10M 33 28 32 26 24 5 
11M 35 26 25 25 24 4 
12M 32 27 21 27 27 5 

Mean 32.73 26.73 28.00 25.64 20.82 4.09 
 

Score GPR SPR OC SF PS 
Interpretation     
High 39+ 34+ 37+ 32+ 28+ 
Average 35 29 30 27 22 
Low 30 24 23 22 16 
 

GPR = General Progress (I think my writing has improved.) 
SPR= Specific Progress (I choose the words I use in my writing more carefully now.) 
OC = Observational Comparison (I put my sentences in better order than other kids.) 
SF = Social Feedback (My classmates would say I write well.) 
PS = Physiological States (Writing makes me feel…) 
 
Item #15 “I think I am a good writer” is scored as a separate item, given a score 
ranging from strongly Agree = 5 points to Strongly Disagree = 1 
 

For this group of students, the mean scores in all six categories on the Writer Self-

Perception Scale indicate that these students’ self-perception as writers fell within the 

low average range. Results on the one general item (i.e., item 15, “I think I am a good 

writer.”), suggest that the majority (82%) of students in this study perceived themselves 

to be good writers after attending the Writing Academy. Seven students (64%) responded 

to the item my marking “strongly agree;” two students (18%) responded my marking 
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“agree.” However, two students, 4M and 5F (18%), responded with “strongly disagree.” 

These are the same two students who scored low on all or most of the categories. 

The scales can be used for understanding individual or group scores. In this study, 

four individuals’ results are of interest: (a) 2F whose scores are high in every category, 

(b) 8M who scored high in General Progress and Specific Progress, otherwise, he scored 

average, (c) 5F who scored low in all categories, and (d) 4M who scored low on 

Observational Comparison, Social Feedback, and Physiological States, and average on 

the General Progress and the Specific Progress categories. Response from the highest 

(2F) and lowest (5F) students will be compared and contrasted in Chapter V. 

Emotional factors also emerged when students were asked about their preferences 

for writing in specific genres. As Graves (1983) asserts, allowing students to select their 

own topics and write for their own purposes are an integral part of getting students to 

write and enjoy writing. Student 5F commented during her interview, “Some kids have it 

easier in expository and others in narrative, and some in both, and some in neither. 

Teachers need to know which ones kids are good in and which they are bad in.”  

Students in this study were evenly divided in their preference when given a choice 

between composing narrative text or composing expository text. Five (5) students (4M, 

5F, 8M, 9F, and 11M) preferred composing narrative text; the other six  (1F, 2F, 6F, 7M, 

10M, and 12M), expository text. However, interviews revealed the data do not support 

differences by gender, race, or writing confidence. The students’ preferences for 

composing narrative or expository were based primarily on their research skills.  For 

example, student 7M explained, “I’m [better] at looking through books, looking through 

notes, and making notes than I am just writing a story.” Conversely, student 8M 
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reasoned, “If I have to write information and I don’t know something, I have to stop and 

go on the Internet to find stuff out. I never really like having to write information and to 

look things up.”  

Student 6F was the only student who did not provide a logical explanation for her 

preference for composing expository text. She simply rationalized, “I don’t like writing 

stories. I like information because you don’t have to write as much, plus if my hand hurts 

I don’t have to worry. My hand usually hurts when I write a story.” 

These good readers who are poor writers perceived creating imaginative narrative 

text as easier than composing personal narratives. Students overwhelmingly preferred 

writing imaginative narrative, where they can use their imagination to make up events, 

rather than composing personal narratives, which are based on real, personal experiences. 

Ten students, all except for student 5F, strongly preferred composing imaginative text. 

Student 10M noted how difficult it was for him to recall personal experiences, “In 

narrative you have to think of all the memories. Sometimes that can be hard. But in 

imaginative you can make it up, and it’s easier to make up stuff.” 12M expressed a 

similar reason for preferring imaginative narrative to personal narrative, “It’s harder to 

remember things and write about them. When you make us write personal, it’s about our 

lifetime, looking at your past. That’s hard to do. It’s easier to just make things up.”  

Others see writing personal narratives as harder because they perceive the prompt 

as constraining their choices. Student 8M explained, “It’s harder to remember things 

when you write narrative. But when you write imaginative, you have a bigger variety. 

You can write about whatever you want.” 
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In addition, these students enjoyed the freedom to use their imagination in 

creating a story. At this stage of development, creativity is a strength. For example, 

student 4M smiled when he responded, “When you write imaginative, you can be [silly]. 

You can write whatever you want.” Student 8M also noted in his interview, that when 

asked to compose imaginative text, he felt the freedom to be “…bizarre and that’s good 

because I have a really big imagination and like to write crazy stuff.”  9F noted that,  

“With personal narrative you see it all the time, and it’s boring because it has already 

happened. But in imaginative, you write about something that is not in your daily life and 

you don’t see it. It’s lots more fun.” 

 As noted earlier, student 5F, the same student who rated herself the lowest on the 

Writer Self-Perception Scale, was the only student who preferred personal narrative 

rather than imaginative narrative. During one of the focus groups she commented, “I love 

personal narratives because I know what happened in my life. But don’t ask me to do 

imaginative. I automatically have writer’s block.” 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION 

Three Arenas of Information 

 This exploratory study used qualitative methodology to understand and describe 

why some good readers are poor writers when they have no identifiable learning or 

behavioral disabilities. The overall results of this study reveal that good readers who are 

poor writers lack fluency in writing because they have a flawed understanding of both the 

writing process and the features of narrative text to the extent that they are unable to 

compose narrative text on-demand. More specifically, good readers who are poor writers:  

(a) fail to employ schema and metacognitive/self-regulation strategies necessary for 

successful composing, (b) experience strong, negative emotions in the context of writing, 

and especially when writing narrative text on-demand, and (c) benefit from participating 

in a structured writing workshop remediation program, such as the Writing Academy.  

Schema and Metacognitive/Self-Regulation Strategies 

This section will explore how well good readers who are poor writers in this study 

understand what strategy applications to employ when completing on-demand narrative 

writing assignments. 

The rationale behind explicit strategy instruction is to purposely give students the 

opportunity to learn to do independently what experts do when completing a task.  A 

strategy is a series of steps which, when followed, lead most learners to succeed in a 

given task. With respect to writing, good writers employ strategies for schema activation 

(thinking about personal experiences and knowledge that relate to the prompt, text 

features, the audience, and engaging in prewriting to generate and organize ideas for text) 

and self-regulation (monitoring text production, analyzing and assessing the quality of the 
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text, and modifying and/or changing strategies as needed to successfully complete the 

writing assignment). 

Schema Activation 

Both good readers and good writers engage in some type of schema activation 

prior to reading or composing. Schema theory, originally advanced by Bartlett (1932) and 

later developed by Anderson (1977), posits that when readers and writers think about 

what they already know or don’t know about a topic, this reflection greatly influences 

comprehension in reading and text production in writing. Good readers understand the 

importance of activating schema by skimming and thinking about what they already 

know concerning a subject they are going to read about. Similarly, prior to composing 

narrative text, good writers activate schema by employing some form of prewriting and 

reflection on story grammar - a particular kind of schema conceptualized in terms of 

settings, characters, conflict, attempts, and resolution embedded within a key concept. 

This provides the frame for the construction and understanding of stories.  

In this study, good readers who are poor writers perceive writing as hard work.  

Researchers (Flower & Hayes, 1980, McCutchen, 1988, and Flower, 1993) posit that text 

production involves the complex interaction among several cognitive sub-processes 

(planning, text/content generation, and reviewing/revising). Writing is difficult for these 

students because it requires them to coordinate cognitive resources among these 

competing, multiple tasks that must be orchestrated during the composing process. This 

study suggests that good readers who are poor writers are unable to generate substantive 

text, because they do not begin composing by exercising specific schema strategies. Prior 

to explicit instruction, students in this study did not intentionally employ schema 
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strategies before writing their first draft. Generally, they did not understand how to (a) 

search their background knowledge to think of a personal experience or an idea that 

would match the key concept in the writing prompt, (b) employ some form of prewriting 

to list and organize their ideas, and (c) assess the quality of their ideas in their prewriting 

against the rubric of story grammar. 

Background knowledge and interpreting the key concept of a prompt 

The preparatory stage of composing narrative text on-demand begins when the 

writer reads, analyzes, and interprets the prompt, utilizing his/her schema. The North 

Carolina Department of Public Instruction (NCDPI), Division of Accountability Services 

periodically issues an Assessment Brief, a publication listing current information 

regarding standardized state tests and the Standard Course of Study. In the Fall, 1999, 

issue, teachers and parents are encouraged to: 

           Analyze the prompts with students so they will read instructions 

closely and understand expectations. Also, help them focus on the key 

word(s) in the prompt (e.g., “tell a story,” “describe,” “explain,” 

“convince”) so that they will be able to classify by mode from the key 

words. Check to see of they can write prompts from a particular mode and 

explain what would be expected of them when responding to their prompt. 

           Encourage students to refer frequently to the prompt while they 

write to be sure they maintain focus on the main idea (p.4). 

Students in this study, prior to attending the Writing Academy, experienced great 

difficulty with reading and interpreting a prompt. The data from this study indicate that 

these good readers who are poor writers used a knowledge telling process in which they 
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searched their memory for anything they perceived to be relevant to the prompt and then 

transcribed whatever came to mind, often without even focusing on the mode/genre that 

is directed in the prompt. For example, the first writing prompt for all students in the 

Writing Academy was, “Think about a personal experience you have had. Your personal 

experience may have been a time when you were either sad, happy, or scared. Write a 

story about your experience so that others can understand why this was such a memorable 

time.”  Although promoted to write a narrative, student 2F composed a process piece, 

explaining how to play a marble game, Pente. Student 4M wrote an expository paper on 

pirates. 

 Other students understood the directions concerning the mode, narrative text, yet 

still struggled with interpretation. Student 12M expressed his apprehension over reading 

and interpreting a prompt when he noted, “Before I take a writing test, all I can hope is 

that it’s an easy topic. If, say, I don’t know anything about it, that’s when I have a 

problem.”  

Student 8M stated in his interview that whenever he used to be asked to write on-

demand he was “afraid they’d give me a topic or something I had no idea about.” This 

student went on in his interview to elaborate, “I remember in the fourth grade when I 

took the test, I really didn’t like the prompt, ‘Write about a fun time you had.’ I couldn’t 

really think of anything.”  

In her interview, student 5F was adamant that part of the reason she failed the 

Fourth Grade Narrative Test was because, “It [the prompt] was too plain. It was too 

vague.”  Later in the interview she argued that, “The topic [i.e. the prompt on the retest 

she took after attending the Writing Academy] was a more detailed one than the one in 
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the fourth grade.” The prompt for the fourth grade test during the 2000/2001 school year 

was, “Write about a time when you had fun.” She scored a 2.0 (below grade level) on her 

response. The prompt for the state retest was, “Tell about a time when you were angry 

with someone else.” Her response to this prompt was scored a 3.0 (at grade level). When 

the researcher asked her if she had to complete an on-demand writing assignment on the 

same prompt she wrote on in the fourth grade, did she think the she could now write a 3.0 

paper. She blushed. After a few seconds, she timidly replied, “Well, yeah, I guess so.” 

As Starkweather, Poole, and Horne (2000) have argued, the first goal in teaching 

on-demand writing is to ensure that students know how to approach writing prompts 

successfully by equipping them with strategies to analyze the prompt and then select their 

best story or idea. Additionally, Starkweather, Poole, and Horne propose that the process 

of analyzing and composing an appropriate response to the prompt will be internalized 

only after the teacher models how to read and interpret a prompt. Their research suggests 

students are better able to independently read and generate a list of appropriate ideas that 

match the key concept of the prompt only after they have observed more experienced 

writers going through this process.  

Prewriting 

Prewriting, an activity that prepares the writer to compose, is the second aspect of 

schema activation. In this process, the writer selects and organizes ideas so that the reader 

will be able to understand them and the information the author is trying to convey. It is 

the time when the writer develops his/her ideas and decides on the best way to present the 

ideas to the reader. Prewriting itself serves as a bridge between prior knowledge and 
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helping the student connect and utilize that knowledge in the texts s/he composes. 

Strickland, Ganske, and Monroe (2002) explain the value of prewriting by noting that it: 

…serves much the same purpose in writing as it does in reading: It 

encourages students to carefully consider and think through their stories. 

The plan makes it easier for struggling writers to keep their story draft 

focused and helps them develop the story beyond simple initiating and 

ending events (p.185). 

The data indicate that students in this study underwent a strategy shift during the 

Writing Academy in their understanding and application of prewriting strategies. As 

stated earlier (see Data Analysis, pp. 54 – 56), prior to attending the Writing Academy, 

only five students (45%) – three males and one female - engaged in any form of 

prewriting, and all of these students admitted during the individual student interviews that 

their strategies were not helpful. The remaining six students (55%) did not engage in any 

form of prewriting before attending the Writing Academy.  

Throughout the sixteen weeks when the students attended the Writing Academy, 

the researcher/teacher modeled a number of structured plans to serve as prewriting 

strategies. During both the student interviews and the student focus groups, the good 

readers who are poor writers in this study reflected and commented on how the structured 

plans helped them focus on essential elements of the story prior to composing a first 

draft. One student, 7M, stated that he “never did any prewriting before I came here 

[referring to the Writing Academy]. And I wouldn’t have except you made us do it or we 

couldn’t conference with you or another student.” This same student went on to explain 

how he eventually modified several of the structured planning sheets to create his own 
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way of planning before beginning to compose a first draft. Student 4M recalled how he 

changed his approach to prewriting, “I used to just think about what I wanted to write and 

just started writing. Now I make a plan and make sure I have all the parts I need to write 

before I start.” Student 11M echoed a similar expression of his emerging view of the 

importance of prewriting, “Before I went here, I didn’t do anything. After I came here, I 

started using graphs and charts and things like that. They really help me get going in my 

writing.” 

At the end of the Writing Academy, all the students in this study were able to 

explain their individual approaches to prewriting. However, once they personalized their 

prewriting strategy, it did not look like the prewriting format presented by the 

teacher/researcher. Students’ strategies ranged from graphic organizers, to simple lists, to 

self-talk where they verbalized the key parts of the story they would compose. Of interest 

though, is that all of the student’s personalized forms of prewriting included the basic 

elements of story grammar, which was a key instructional principle. 

Story grammar 

The third aspect of schema activation when composing relates to understanding 

discourse features. In narrative text, this is story grammar. Golden (1984) describes the 

theory behind story grammar as, “a mental representation of story structure, essentially an 

outline of the basic story elements and their organization” (p. 578). The theory 

underlying the use of story grammar in writing is that the writers will be better able to 

compose a story if they anticipate and list all the essential elements of a story so that the 

story they compose will be understood and enjoyed by readers.  
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Research has shown that writers compose better text when they have appropriate 

discourse schema available (Raphael, Englert, and Kirschner, 1986). For narrative text, 

this is story grammar. The advantage of using story grammar is that it reduces the 

cognitive demands on working memory (Kellogg, 1987) thus enabling writers to produce 

higher quality texts (Glynn, 1982). For struggling writers, who typically rely on 

knowledge-telling processes, access to story grammar remains important as a way to 

select ideas that emerge when searching memory probes (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 

1987). If story grammar is internalized, it will prompt memories related to the topic, and 

discriminate between relevant and nonessential information. The story grammar then acts 

as a filter for writer’s experiences so that s/he is more discriminating in selecting ideas 

for the text. Story grammar also serves as a tool that enables students to organize their 

writing in a logical, sequential form. 

During the student interviews as well as during the student focus group 

discussions, all the students, except for student 6F, made reference to learning to use 

story grammar when composing narrative text. They showed that they had internalized 

composing vocabulary, such as referring to story grammar by name (see Appendix 7.4). 

Student 6F, an English-Language Learner from India, frequently commented 

during both the interview and in the focus group that she had a strong preference for 

writing expository text rather than narrative text. She further shared that in her native 

culture, information and facts were more highly valued than stories.  

Although all the students’ planning at the beginning of the Writing Academy did 

not show much evidence of an understanding of story grammar, after four weeks their 

prewriting plans (including subject 6F) evidenced an emerging understanding. A review 
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of conference notes and students’ written plans indicated that they internalized not only 

the concept and terms, but also learned how to use story grammar as a particular schema 

to organize ideas prior to composing a first draft. Specifically, regardless of the 

prewriting format that s/he used for his/her second story, each student’s prewriting not 

only included characters, setting, and key events, but also notes concerning the 

sequencing of events, the climax (the “WOW” moment) and the key concept (theme). 

Metacognitive Control/Self-Regulation 

            The second critical strategy affecting good readers who are poor writers’ 

composition skill relates to metacognition/self-regulation. In reading, metacognition 

refers to an introspective awareness of the factors that influence one’s ability to monitor 

and fix internal problems that arise. It involves applying any number of fix-up strategies 

when comprehension falters or breaks down completely. Metacognition is a critical skill 

in reading because it is essential that one not only recognize when something s/he is 

reading does not make sense, but also that s/he knows what to do to fix the problem.  

 The literature in writing usually does not use the term metacognition. Instead, 

when referring to monitoring one’s writing, the term self-regulation is used. Zimmerman 

and Risemberg (1997) applied the previously developed social cognitive theory of self-

regulated learning to the area of writing. According to Zimmerman and Risemberg, “Self-

regulation of writing refers to the self-initiated thoughts, feelings, and actions that writers 

use to attain various literacy goals, including improving their writing skills as well as 

enhancing the quality of the text they create” (p. 76). Thus, while composing, proficient 

writers engage in self-regulation strategies to evaluate whether or not the writing is 

coherent, to assess whether or not the writing meets the criteria for the specific genre, and 
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to identify what changes need to be made so that the reader can grasp the writer’s ideas. 

Additionally, proficient writers have a repertoire of strategies to select from in order to 

address the problems that they identify in the text so that they are not overwhelmed to the 

point that they give up.  

   Current research suggests that development in writing competence is contingent 

on fluent, low-level transcription skills and high levels of self-regulation (McCutchen, 

1988; Graham & Harris, 1997; Zimmerman & Risemberg, 1997; Graham & Harris, 

2000). Many are quick to attribute the lack of writing fluency in good readers who are 

poor writers to problems with transcription. However, a study by Juel (1988) found that 

only one out of every three poor writers has difficulty in both areas. In this study, none of 

the good readers who are poor writers had difficulty with transcription. 

 To teach self-regulation strategies appropriate to fifth graders, the 

teacher/researcher distilled from research specific self-regulating strategies (McCutchen, 

1988; Graham & Harris, 1997; Zimmerman & Risemberg, 1997; Graham & Harris, 

2000). Strategies were modified/simplified on a handout that served as a list of strategies 

for the teacher/researcher to model, as well as a list for the students themselves to refer to 

when composing. Table 5.1 is a list of those strategies used in the Writing Academy. 
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Table 5.1 

Self-Regulating Strategies 

Before Composing Strategies 

1. Select and/or create the most effective place to write.  

2. Gather the necessary tools and information. 

3. Decide on specific strategies to complete a task (i.e., select a prewriting sheet/format; 

decide to use an idea in my story that I heard someone else use; decide if it is time 

for a conference with a teacher or peer). 

4. Set specific goals I want to complete during the writing session (i.e., adding  

       dialogue throughout the story, working on showing - not telling, developing the 

WOW moment, composing a specific section of a text). 

5.    Estimate and budget time. 

Composing Strategies 

1.    Periodically check to see if I am meeting my goals –those I set in #4 above - for 

either the features or quality of the text, or the amount of text I want to generate. 

2. Visualize characters, setting, and the scene as I plan and compose. 

3. Make notes both for revision as well as notes for ideas for future writing. 

4. Revise and edit using the 6 Traits rubric and story grammar, and read the text aloud 

if necessary to determine tone, rhythm, style, and sentence structure; decide what 

needs to be done. 

5. Try out an idea or passage by telling or reading it to another person. 

6. Seek assistance. Ask for help to critique writing, to edit, or to solve problems on the 

computer when word-processing. 

After Composing Strategies 

1. Put planning sheets, revision drafts, and notes on specific stories together and in 

correct order. 

2. Reward myself for accomplishing goals (i.e. earn points for extra recess or 

homework passes). 
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The present study suggests that the writing performance of good readers who are 

poor writers can be greatly enhanced by providing direct, explicit instruction in self-

regulation strategies. The data demonstrate that these students were readily able and 

eager to transfer the use of modeled strategies, although some initial prompting was 

helpful in promoting the transfer. Some students were aware of the concept and 

importance of strategy application but they just lacked a repertoire. One example 

occurred when student 12M asked the researcher during his interview about his 

classroom experience prior to the Writing Academy: 

Why didn’t the teachers help us figure out how to add details and main 

ideas and explain what they meant when they told us to add them? 

Whenever we were doing a writing lesson, I always wanted to know just 

how that lesson would help me on the writing test. 

When students in this study began composing their stories in the Writing 

Academy, they exhibited few, if any self-regulation strategies. The lack of self-regulation 

was especially evident when they were asked to read their first drafts aloud and both they 

and their peers realized that sections of the texts were incoherent. Some were unable to 

detect specific problems, such as the excessive use of pronouns and the lack of clarity in 

their writing when pronouns could not be linked to their antecedents. One example of this 

problem and the student’s emerging understanding is when student 8M reflected on how 

he “used to use names and stuff and just kept saying ‘he’ and the reader didn’t know who 

I was talking about.”  

Additional evidence of these students’ lack of self-regulation can be seen from 

analysis of their initial self-reflection sheets. The sheet was a simple six item, open-ended 
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questionnaire about the student’s planning strategies, revision strategies, and a self 

evaluation of what the student thought went well in his/her writing in addition to asking 

him/her about what was challenging. The six items on the self-reflection form were:  

(a) Did you enjoy writing about the topic you selected? Why or why not? (b) How did 

your planning help you write your first draft? (c) How did revising and editing help you 

improve you first draft? (d) What did you do well in your writing? (e) What was 

challenging to you in this assignment? (f) What goals do you have for yourself as a 

writer? 

  At the beginning of the Writing Academy only two students (18%), students1F 

and 8M, attempted to complete this form. Teacher/researcher reflection notes indicate 

that the other nine students (82%) said they did not understand the questions. They made 

no attempt to answer any of the six questions.  

However, the responses of the two students who did attempt to answer the first 

self-reflection questions are interesting. For example, in response to the second question, 

“How did your planning help you write your first draft?,” student 1F wrote, “I didn’t 

have to think a lot while I was writing.” Her story was a list of loosely connected ideas 

that she recalled about a time when her bird, Tweety, flew away. A reading of the story 

reveals that the story lacks focus. Moreover, the events are out of order and no 

transitional or organizational plan is evident. After reading the story, the reader is 

convinced that, indeed, the author did not spend much time thinking about the story as 

she composed it.  

 Student 8M entered the Writing Academy with the keenest awareness of self-

regulation. His first draft was coherent, but it still consisted of merely a list of events, 
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lacking a “WOW” moment. In response to question number 5 on the self-reflection sheet, 

“What was challenging for you about this assignment?,” he responded, “It was 

challenging for me to try not to make it listy.” When asked about the value of learning 

self-regulating strategies for writing during his interview, student 8M stated “Now it’s 

easier because I get a visual in my head and it helps me when I write.”  

Student 1F demonstrated she began employing self-regulating strategies, 

specifically in the area of goal setting, self-evaluation, and seeking assistance, during the 

fifth week of the Writing Academy. After completing a prewriting activity, a first draft 

and a typed revision for her second story, she reread her draft and made changes in 

content before coming to conference with the teacher/researcher. Teacher/researcher 

notes in her portfolio reveal that as the conference began, this student stated that she 

wanted specific feedback on her ideas before continuing her revisions. 

The individual interview with 12M revealed a complete lack of self-regulation 

strategies at the beginning of the Writing Academy. The student admitted that once he 

completed an initial draft, he was always “confused and didn’t know what to do next, 

especially if I just ran out of ideas or couldn’t think of something to say.”  

Student 4M, during the first focus group discussion, shared an incident that 

illustrates how he learned to establish goals and to engage in rehearsing outside of the 

Writing Academy. He recalled how he sat in his room one night thinking about his 

current story that was not going as well as he wanted. While reflecting on his lack of 

progress and thinking about gaps in his story plan, he: 

…suddenly had this great idea about how to really make my story better. 

So I rushed into the den and asked my Mom and Dad what they thought. 
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Then I went back into my room and made my notes. I almost couldn’t get 

to sleep because I was so excited. Then next morning I came in here, sat 

down and just starting writing. 

Further analysis indicates that good readers who are poor writers were not 

independently able to spontaneously choose self-regulating strategies that were 

appropriate or helpful for completing on-demand writing assignments. For example, 

student 2F asserted during her interview that she now understands and knows “what to do 

and when to do it” whenever she composes. However, she acknowledged that she was 

uncertain about “what to do and when to do it before coming here [i.e., the Writing 

Academy].”  

Similar to Thacker’s (1990/1991) findings, the good readers who are poor writers 

in this study had difficulty retelling a story in an organized, structured fashion. Even their 

prewriting was not organized. Furthermore, teacher/researcher notes in the portfolios 

indicate that when students would orally retell a story prior to writing a plan, several had 

difficulty with retelling the events in the correct time order. During retellings, they 

provided unnecessary details while omitting key information, retelling events out of 

sequence without any transitions, or failing to provide logical explanations for the lack of 

order. 

At the beginning of the Writing Academy, these students’ initial retellings and 

their rough drafts lacked the consistent, effective use of cohesive ties, which enables 

writers to move from knowledge telling to knowledge transforming. For example, at the 

beginning of the Writing Academy, two students (18%), students 1F and 4M, used no 

cohesive ties in their first drafts. Their compositions were a list of sentences/statements 
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loosely connected. Three other students (27%), students 2F, 5F, and 8M, relied 

exclusively on one transition word: then, so, or when, respectively. The remaining six 

students’ writings (55%) evidenced a moderate understanding of the use of cohesive ties. 

However, all of these students’ initial drafts had major gaps, where they either omitted 

details or placed them out of order and failed to provide transitions that prompted the 

reader about time, event, or place changes in their stories. 

 More competent writers understand that to successfully compose text one must 

know more than the individual elements in the writing process and the features of the 

genre that s/he is writing. To be successful, writers must be flexible with writing 

strategies, knowing when to proceed and when to adopt alternative strategies. Good 

readers who are poor writers need explicit instruction and modeling of narrative schema 

strategies coupled with self-regulation strategies to decide what to include, what to leave 

out, how to revise and edit the text to meet the audience’s needs, and how to deal with 

writer’s block and persist in the writing task until it is finished.   

 This sense of self-regulated learning occurs when students take control of their 

writing processes, something that happens as a result of experimenting and internalizing 

their own schema strategies and self-regulation strategies for reading and interpreting the 

prompt, planning, drafting, and revising their own writing. Taken together, the findings 

of the present investigation in the first arena of information suggest that good readers 

who are poor writers can capitalize on the potential power of explicit teaching of 

narrative schema and self-regulation strategies. Writing requires a self-regulated, self-

directed awareness of inner thoughts (Vygotsky, 1986). Writing instruction must include 

empowering students to gain and maintain control of their writing by teaching them to 
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use narrative schema and self-regulation strategies. The data indicate that explicit 

narrative schema instruction, plus self-regulation intervention, enhanced the performance 

of the good readers who are poor writers in this study in several specific ways: (a) they 

increased the amount of quality text they composed; (b) they included necessary 

discourse features (i.e., elements of story grammar) in their text; (c) they engaged in 

substantial revision, indicating that they had developed a repertoire of alternative 

strategies; and (d) they persevered in the writing task, demonstrating that they had 

internalized and personalized some self-regulation strategies. The end result of their use 

of schema and self-regulation strategies is that the students were able to experience 

varied levels of flow – having a clear, sustained focus and sense of enjoyment when 

composing – once they also learned to manage the negative emotions that frequently 

interfered with their ability to compose. 

Emotional Factors 

This section will explore the second arena of information - the emotional factors 

that negatively impact the overall performance of good readers who are poor writers 

when writing on-demand. 

 Research has shown that affective factors influence children’s academic 

achievement and behavior. For example, children who have positive associations with 

reading tend to read more frequently and with greater engagement (Alvermann & 

Guthrie, 1993; Cramer & Castle, 1994). Similarly, studies have shown that attitude 

toward writing is related to writing competence (Bottomley, Henk, & Melnick, 

1997/1998; Knudson, 1995; Maisel, 1999). As Brand (1989) argues persuasively: 
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Affect cripples, but of course it can also arouse. Affect is often a central 

component of cognitive processes and seems inescapably related to how 

we perceive and think. Affective learning is far more pervasive and 

persistent than cognitive learning and influences performance many years 

later. Because emotion is implicated in virtually all human behavior, to 

ignore it when studying written discourse is to reject the very qualities that 

make us human (p. 4). 

 Goleman’s (1996) formulation of emotional intelligence highlights the ways in 

which skills and emotions are linked. When individuals do not understand either the 

process for accomplishing a task or the end result of a specific endeavor, they can 

become easily frustrated. Richards (1999) posits that: 

When students are frustrated with individual components related to the 

tasks of writing and/or when they struggle to get started or to keep on 

track of their thoughts, then the writing process is not fun, and their lack of 

enthusiasm becomes evident. Writing remains at the level of drudgery no 

matter how exciting the topic and the students feel threatened by the 

process of writing (par. 11 – 12). 

One of the goals for these students in the Writing Academy was to reduce the 

frustrations, struggles, and feelings of threat that arise when faced with a writing 

assignment. 

Maisel (1999), a prolific writer and psychotherapist who specializes in counseling 

writers, argues that “inner demons,” a combination of one’s personality and negative 

experiences with writing, often paralyze individuals to the point that, “Our psychological 
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‘issues’ really do prevent us from holding ideas, starting our [writing] projects, 

maintaining momentum, and respecting ourselves and our efforts” (p.12). To address the 

“inner demons,” that the good readers who are poor writers in the Writing Academy 

faced, the teacher/researcher identified and addressed six specific factors that aroused 

negative emotions and interfered with these students’ ability to compose narrative text, 

and especially their ability to compose on-demand. The teacher/researcher sought to 

address and teach during mini-lessons, small groups, and individual conferences the 

following principles for dealing with the factors that sparked negative emotions when 

composing: (a) demystifying misconceptions about the writing process and the essential 

features of narrative texts, (b) acknowledging and learning to control disruptive emotions, 

(c) choosing to hush the mind, (d) dealing with the fear of writing on-demand, (e) 

learning to honor the process, (f) learning to write from the heart, then from the head, and 

(g) focusing on the task of composing. 

Demystifying misconceptions about the writing process and the features of narrative texts 

The first principle for dealing with negative emotions that arise when composing 

is to identify and clear up misconceptions about the writing process and the essential 

features of narrative texts. The data indicate that good readers who are poor writers in this 

study did not have an opportunity, prior to attending the Writing Academy, to observe 

proficient writers while they were engaged in the composing process, nor were they given 

opportunities to read and examine samples of high quality text written by non-

professional writers. The lack of direct, explicit interaction with skilled writers, observing 

them employ self-regulation skills and strategies, coupled with few, if any, opportunities 

to study the features of well written text, contributed to these students’ stress. 
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Contributing to unrealistic expectations and negative perceptions of themselves as writers 

were the students’: (a) failure to understand and apply appropriate strategies when 

composing narrative texts; (b) a flawed understanding of the writing process; and (c) 

unfamiliarity with the features of the genre being composed. 

As Collins (1998) argues, “Some strategies are acquired intuitively from 

experience in situational contexts, and others are learned deliberately, usually in 

educational contexts, but the acquisition or learning is always accomplished through 

social interaction with people or texts or both” (p. 22). Thus, the remediation for these 

students was to help them recognize their strengths and weakness by providing direct 

explicit instruction in how to compose using the writing process as a tool, and ensuring 

that they understood the end criteria that their written pieces had to meet, while 

simultaneously reminding them that all writers struggle at some point when composing. 

As Levine (1994) states: 

Children with delayed skills need to be aware that there are 

possibilities for catching up. They should be encouraged to accept 

help and realize that everybody sooner or later needs assistance 

with things they don’t do well. They should be helped to see that 

many highly successful adults had serious problems with reading, 

math, or writing when they were students (p. 209). 

During one of the student focus group discussions, students 1F and 5F 

emphasized how helpful it was for them to read stories that the teacher/researcher had 

collected from previous students who had attended the Writing Academy. As student 8M 

noted, “When I read those other stories, they gave me ideas that I could put in my own. I 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

91

also learned what I need to include because I saw how they did it in the other stories.” 

This exercise provides examples of writing within their reach – writing samples of 

another fifth grader. 

Disruptive Emotions When Writing: Overarousal and Underarousal 

 The second factor that affected these good readers who are poor writers’ 

performance was overarousal or underarousal evidenced by avoidance behaviors when 

faced with writing tasks. Therefore, the second principle that these good readers who are 

poor writers had to learn, when dealing with negative emotions, was to acknowledge and 

learn to control avoidance behaviors that they had previously allowed to interfere with 

their focus and engagement when composing. 

 Larson (1985) studied a large number of high school students engaged in long 

term writing projects and found that students could be placed into one of two groups. The 

first group consisted of students whose emotions are disruptive. Students who fall into 

this category are either: (a) “overaroused” and “overanxious,” finding it difficult to focus, 

or (b) “underaroused,” bored and disinterested. Students in the second category were 

classified as being in the “just right” condition. Larson found some in the “just right” 

group are absorbed in their writing to the extent that they lose track of time and enter into 

what the students themselves described and identified as a state of “flow.” Larson notes 

that these students work hard at making the writing task enjoyable and stop themselves 

when they get over excited or distracted. In other words, they utilize meta-affective as 

well as self-regulation strategies. 
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Overarousal 

Keep in mind that none of the students in this study were classified as having 

either a learning and /or behavioral disability. Eight (73%) of the students (students 1F, 

2F, 4M, 5F, 6F, 7M, 8M, and 10M) could be classified as experiencing overarousal when 

confronted with writing assignments, especially on-demand writing tasks. Larson (1985) 

explains: 

 Overarousal takes many forms, from nervous agitation to existential 

dread, from persistent impatience with the assignment to total contempt 

for what one has done. One can be afraid that one is going to fail or that 

one cannot capture everything in one’s soul on the written page. Students 

become angry with the teacher, at the school, and at parents or friends who 

have nothing to do with the assignment. They describe being ‘flustered,’ 

‘overwhelmed,’ ‘pissed off,’ and ‘scared.’ They report being plagued by 

inner voices that are critical of everything they write (pp. 21 – 22). 

Analyses of the transcripts of student interviews and the focus group discussions 

reveal that these eight students frequently used similar expressions when asked about 

their feelings when they were required to write, and especially about how they felt when 

writing on-demand. The words “nervous,” “butterflies,” and “pressure” were used on 

numerous occasions. Furthermore, the teacher/researcher’s notes indicate that during the 

first two weeks of the Writing Academy, students 2F, 4M, 5F, 8M, and 10M frequently 

engaged in avoidance behaviors such as constantly talking about topics other than their 

writing, frequently going to the restroom, going to get water, or sharpening pencils.  
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Underarousal 

Three (27%) of the students in this study  (students 9F, 11M, and 12M) fall into 

what Larson (1985) classifies as the underarousal, boredom scenario. He defines 

‘underarousal’ to include “states of apathy, disinterest, depression, and particularly 

boredom. Its prime characteristic is a lack of motivation. Students describe their work as 

‘drudgery’ or as a ‘real drag.’”  Teacher/researcher notes indicate that at different times 

during the first half of the Writing Academy, a trained volunteer commented about each 

of these three students that “It’s like pulling teeth to get [him/her] to write something 

down. Even after I get [him/her] to tell me [his/her] idea, [s/he] is afraid to write, even 

after I say, ‘Just write down what you just told me.’”  Researcher notes indicate that it 

took longer periods of time for these students to plan, complete a first draft, and revise 

than it did for the other students. Furthermore, notes in these students’ portfolios reveal 

that the teacher/researcher had to closely monitor these students because they tended to 

just sit and daydream. Unlike those classified as overaroused, these underaroused 

students were rarely disruptive and never engaged in overt avoidance behaviors. Rather 

they tended to sit alone, with pencil in hand or at a computer for lengthy periods of time 

and appeared to be daydreaming. When confronted by the teacher/researcher about their 

lack of generating any plans or actual text, a common reply was, “I just can’t think of 

anything.”  

On several occasions student 9F and 11M responded that they had drifted off into 

“La-La land,” using a term from class for being off-task and daydreaming. These students 

required one-on-one assistance in order to ‘jump start’ their writing when prewriting and 

composing their first drafts. However, by the twelfth week when the students began to 
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internalize the skills and strategies being taught and independently generate a more 

complete plan or the skeleton of an initial draft, teacher/researcher notes indicate that 

these students began to take more initiative and responsibility for their writing. It was not 

until these three students began work on their third stories that they evidenced any signs 

of consistent self-regulation. This finding suggests that it requires longer periods of direct 

instruction to activate underaroused writers. 

Close examination of all six categories on the Writer Self-Perception Scale, based 

on the students’ perceptions of themselves after attending the Writing Academy, reveal 

no differences between those classified as “overaroused” and those identified as 

“underaroused.” All simply preferred writing on topics or genres, which were easy for 

them and avoided taking risks to engage in writing that was difficult for them. 

For these students getting the story down was the most important aspect in 

writing. In this study the good readers who are poor writers “caved-in,” or “opted out” of 

writing because their emotions, when confronted with a writing assignment, were so 

negative that they were either over stimulated or apathetic so that they were unable to 

engage in any aspect of composing.  

Hushing the Mind 

 A third principle for dealing with negative emotions that arise when writing is 

learning to disregard the disrupting emotions arising from past experiences. Disruptive 

emotions can arise when one has a history of fear of the blank page and recollections of 

how long it takes and how difficult it is to generate texts, past experiences where one 

received a failing grade on a writing assignment, or defining oneself as a bad writer.  
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 Maisel (1999) defines “hushing the mind” as listening attentively to the “inner 

demons scolding, insulting, and mocking you. Then, having heard them … silence them. 

Silence!”(p.14).   

 Students in this study needed clear purpose, motivation, and considerable 

encouragement to risk writing. During one of the focus group discussions, when the 

researcher asked the students whether or not they had to learn to ignore the memories of 

past failures in writing, student 5F immediately reported that before she learned to “hush 

the mind,” every time she used to write she always told herself, “ [speaking her name to 

herself], you’re going to fail! You always do when you have to write like this.” Student 

12M followed up with his expressive response, “Oh yes! I used to do that a lot!”  

Even after completing their portfolios in the Writing Academy and passing the 

retest of the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, some seemed to still lack confidence in 

themselves as writers. Student 4M was very emphatic during the interview when he told 

the group, “Writing is still not my friend. It is my enemy!” Another student, 5F, despite 

having written one story that all the other students in the Writing Academy rated as one 

of the top five stories written by a peer, still rated herself low in all categories on the 

Writer Self-Perception Scale, except for acknowledging social feedback where she rated 

herself as low average. This is an example of how impermeable negative images are.  

Fear of Writing On-demand 

A fourth principle for dealing with negative emotions is overcoming fear of 

writing on-demand. Data revealed that at the beginning of the Writing Academy, 

memories of failing the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing test made it virtually impossible 

for some students to attend to the tasks of planning and composing. Good readers who are 
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poor writers need a positive, supportive program that acknowledges their fears and the 

‘demons’ that keep them from writing and taking risks in their writings. The students in 

this study perceived the Fourth Grade Writing Test to be unfair because they were not 

given a choice of prompts. Furthermore, they all acknowledged experiencing great stress 

when writing on-demand, primarily as a result of the time limits imposed during on-

demand writing that they felt were unreasonable. Students referred to memories of past 

writing failures when writing on-demand using such phrases as “I get frustrated’ or “I just 

get angry thinking about it.” 

 When these students retook the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, after 

completing the Writing Academy, the teacher/researcher was given permission to allow 

these students to take the reset without any time limitations. Before the students began 

the test, the teacher/researcher removed the clock on the classroom wall and informed the 

students that they could take as much time as they felt they needed for the retest. The 

proctor and the teacher/researcher timed each student. All of the subjects in this study 

completed the retest within the original designated time, 50 minutes. On the state retest, 

all of the students in this study passed by scoring a 2.5 (at grade level) or above.  

 The teacher/researcher shared this information with the students during the focus 

group discussions and asked them why they thought they did so well on the retest. 

Student 7M responded, “I had worked so hard on my stories. I had learned to work fast 

and careful.” Student 8M provided a similar explanation. He explained “In the fourth 

grade I only had two practice tests and it didn’t help so much. But when I took the retest 

all I could think about was those three really good stories that I had written, so I knew I 

could do it [i.e., the retest].” The students’ “learned helplessness” was replaced with a 
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history of success. At the end of both student focus groups, the teacher/researcher asked 

them if they were still afraid of writing and the state writing test as they used to be. Every 

student said, “No.” 

 The data clearly indicate that students’ stress over writing on-demand can be 

reduced by providing significant amounts of practice in completing narrative writing 

assignments, going through the complete writing process. All of the students in this study 

attributed their reduction of fear when taking the retest to having worked so hard on their 

portfolios that they were confident that they had acquired the skills necessary to compose 

an on-demand narrative piece that would be scored high enough that they would pass the 

test. When the teacher/researcher asked student 6F about the most important thing for the 

teacher/researcher to do with the next group of students who came to the Writing 

Academy, she admonished him, “You should ask them, like you did us, before you start 

anything, ‘Why are you scared of writing?’ Teach them not to be scared, afraid of 

writing.” 

Honoring the Process 

 The fifth principle that helps struggling writers deal with negative emotions is 

accepting the fact that all writers struggle with composing.  

According to Maisel (1999), honoring the process means that one comes to 

understand and accept the complexity of writing. He argues: 

            What honoring the process means is that you accept these ups and 

downs and natural difficulties without too much complaint. You work to 

influence the process in a positive way. You write. You keep an open 

heart. You keep an open mind. You read and revise. You accept that 
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certain pieces will not work, and you rejoice when pieces turn out 

well…You dig in: you pull on your writing clothes, grab your favorite 

pencil, and immerse yourself in the process (p.98).   

During the teacher focus group discussion, all seven of the teachers representing 

grade levels from second grade to fifth grade reported numerous incidences where good 

readers who are poor writers become frustrated with writing, primarily because is was not 

as easy for these students as most tasks. Furthermore, the teachers in the focus group 

attributed much of the problem with good readers who are poor writers to the student’s 

unwillingness to be “risk takers.”  

           One teacher commented that, “These students feel that they have to be 

perfect; their self-esteem is at risk.” Two other teachers strongly believed that the 

problem is overconfidence. For these teachers, most of the good readers who are 

poor writers “check out” during important mini-lessons on writing because they 

are “smart kids who know a lot and think they can get by because they do so well 

in all the other subjects with little effort.”                       

           All eleven students (100%) in this study cited instances, both during the 

individual student interviews and during the two student focus group discussions, 

where they perceived previous classroom instruction in writing to have been 

geared specifically towards preparing them to take the Fourth Grade Writing Test. 

Prior instruction had focused on lower-level support skills such as mechanics, 

spelling, syntax, and vocabulary. This flawed view of writing made it more 

difficult for them to complete writing assignments and resulted in them becoming 

frustrated, not only with the process of writing but also with themselves as 
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writers. They had developed a linear view of writing because they saw only end 

products. They believed that the definition of being a good writer was being a 

good scorer on a writing test. They had not experienced the full range of the 

writing process, nor had they internalized the concepts of story grammar. When 

these good readers who are poor writers entered the Writing Academy, they 

perceived writing as focusing on correctness and control, and writing on-demand 

as a task to be endured. This concept was echoed several times in the focus group 

by student 4M, who explained, “I just want to get it [referring to on-demand 

writing] over with as soon as possible.”  

            Throughout the Writing Academy, the teacher/researcher conducted mini-

lessons, modeling the application of self-regulation strategies at various stages of 

the writing process. The modeling was always impromptu; he never used 

completed samples/text in the lesson. Instead, the teacher/researcher engaged in 

authentic writing, modeling by spontaneously composing on the overhead so the 

students could see the text as it was generated. The teacher simultaneously 

provided a running monologue so the students knew what the teacher was 

thinking while he was composing. During the interviews and the student focus 

groups, students in this study commented on the value of this teaching strategy. 

Everyone, either during their interview or during one of the student focus groups, 

noted that the most valuable lesson that s/he learned from observing the 

teacher/researcher during the modeling sessions was that writing could be difficult 

even for those who were experienced writers.  
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 Student 5F, noted in one of the focus groups, “I had to learn to accept that 

it [writing] is hard work, just like it was for you when you were up there doing it 

for us.” All nine of the students who attended one of the focus groups 

acknowledged that they learned in the Writing Academy that writing was not only 

a recursive process, but that it was also a craft that took time and hard work to 

learn. They had to learn to honor the process.  

Writing From the Heart, Then From the Head 

A sixth principle that enables writers to deal with negative emotions when writing 

is learning to ignore problems with lower level transcription during initial composing. 

 Many researchers believe that the best way to improve student’s writing is to first 

increase their productivity by asking them to write more (Kraetsch, 1981). The idea is 

that one builds fluency first, and then afterwards the students can go back and correct 

spelling, mechanical, vocabulary, or grammatical errors. This is especially true with 

students who struggle with writing. The amount of text that students produce will 

increase only if they are given permission to write more without concern for mechanics. 

The end result will be an overall improvement in fluency in writing (Glynn, 1982). 

Good readers who are poor writers often stall and lose their train of thought when 

composing because they are preoccupied with lower level transcription skills, especially 

spelling and vocabulary. What these students have to learn is that getting the story down 

is the most important aspect of the initial composing stage. Once a writer has completed 

an initial draft, without concern for handwriting, spelling, punctuation, vocabulary, 

syntax structure, or grammar, then s/he can go back later and correct errors while doing 

revision.  
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Analyses of the students’ portfolios indicate that students in this study struggled 

with completing a first draft because they were distracted by lower level transcription 

errors. During the first two weeks of the Writing Academy, the teacher/researcher noticed 

these students’ preoccupation with spelling and vocabulary issues. Therefore, he created 

a poster, paraphrasing two quotes from a scene in the movie, Finding Forrester.  

The quotes are from a scene early in the film where the recluse, Pulitzer Prize-

winning William Forrester, gives his first lesson to his new apprentice, Jamal.  After 

reluctantly agreeing to tutor Jamal, Forrester brings out two typewriters, sits down, 

instructs Jamal to begin writing, and begins writing himself. After a few seconds, 

Forrester looks up and notices that his young protégé is not writing. He pauses and 

queries Jamal about his reluctance to begin writing. After Jamal explains that he has no 

ideas and doesn’t know where to start, the expert writer resumes writing and begins to 

instruct his pupil:  

           Why is it that the words we write for ourselves are so much better 

than the words we write for others? You write your first draft with your 

heart, and you rewrite with your head. The first key to writing is to write, 

not think (Mark, Connery, & Tollefson, & Van Sant, 2000). 

 The next day the teacher/researcher began the mini-lesson by reading the 

paraphrased version of the quotes from the movie. The quotes on the posters were 

adapted/paraphrased so that fifth grade students would understand the concepts. The 

posters read:  “Write from the heart, then from the head,” and “The key to good writing is 

to get your ideas down first, then worry about the rest.”   
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 The teacher/researcher then lead a discussion, asking the students to share his/her 

understanding of the meaning of the statements and how they related to their own 

writing. After the discussion, the teacher/researcher began modeling his own strategies 

for composing a text, disregarding spelling, vocabulary, mechanics, and grammar. Once 

he finished a first draft, he then modeled his strategies for going back to locate and make 

corrections of lower level transcription errors.  

 During the student interviews, student 6M responded to a question about what 

was one of the most valuable things he learned in the Writing Academy and what the 

teacher/researcher needed to make sure he included in the lessons during the next Writing 

Academy. His response was both insightful and instructive: 

Teach them not be scared, afraid of writing. Remember that lesson where 

you told us, ‘Write from your heart and then from the head?’ I think it was 

sort of real good. I learned I could fix problems I am stuck on later. 

 This student’s continuing comments about the value of that particular lesson 

prompted the teacher/researcher to include ideas from that lesson in the focus group 

discussion agenda. When the teacher/researcher mentioned this student’s comments 

during the focus groups, student 12M stated that it was during that particular lesson that 

he learned “to write my topic sentence and then when I got going, not worry about the 

rest.” The other students in that focus group all agreed that being given permission to 

write and ignore lower level transcription problems enabled them to more freely compose 

text, getting their ideas down without concern for conventions.  

 One of the primary reasons students in this study were resistant to writing was 

because they were over concerned with lower level transcription skills, primarily spelling 
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and vocabulary issues, that were not yet automatized, while simultaneously attempting to 

compose text. Excessive concern and focus on lower level transcription problems result 

in diminished fluency. Diminished fluency, as evidenced by a reduction in both the rate 

and quantity of text produced, has multiple negative consequences, primarily the 

decreasing of students’ attention and endurance when faced with composing tasks. 

Furthermore, research suggests that focus on lower level transcription processes places 

constraints on students’ short-term working memory, making it virtually impossible for 

them to focus on both generating text while attempting to identify and correct convention 

errors (Berninger, 1999; McCutchen, 2000). Data from this study support the findings of 

these researchers, suggesting that when students are given permission to ignore lower 

level transcription problems, it frees up higher-level processes, allowing the production 

of texts and ideas to become more efficient.  

Entering Flow While Composing Texts 

 The seventh principle for dealing with negative emotions in writing is learning to 

enter into a state of flow when composing. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) has studied the 

feelings of “optimal experience” and “deep satisfaction” that result when one is totally 

involved in something that s/he is doing, and has called this experience a state of flow. 

He posits that flow is achieved when one is deeply engaged in “mental activities” such as 

writing (p. 131). Applied to writing, flow is a positive, optimal state of immersed 

concentration in which the attention is centered, distractions are minimized, and the 

writing task is challenging, but does not exceed the skill of the writer. Flow results when 

the strategies for dealing with negative emotions, previously discussed, are internalized. 

Experienced writers describe it as being in a state of concentrated, uninterrupted effort 
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when engaged in writing tasks – the ability to write without anxiety and frustration 

(Larson, 1985, Perry, 1996). Perry (1996) lists five conditions that writers must meet 

before they can enter a state of flow: (a) resilience – having a sense of tenacity, being 

persistent at a task regardless of how difficult the task is; (b) openness to experience – the 

ability to become engaged in the writing by considering all ideas and options that come to 

mind when composing; (c) absorption as a trait – created when one learns how to deal 

with distractions; (d) looseness of boundaries – learning to tolerate anxiety, and (e) 

intrinsic motivation strong enough to overcome anxiety and fear of writing.  

 In this study, these students who had a history of failure had to learn how to 

persevere with the task of writing even though it was challenging for them. Once students 

learned to “honor the process” – accept the fact that writing is a process that can be 

difficult for even the most experienced writer – they began to develop resilience in 

writing. They learned that if they persevered rather than “opting out,” they could 

experience nuggets of success. Those who were perfectionist had to accept that not all 

attempts at writing result in perfect products.  

Furthermore, when students in this study adopted the strategy of “writing from the 

heart, then from the head,” they mentally entered what Perry refers to as “openness to 

experience;” they learned to access their creative ideas without being inhibited or 

distracted by lower transcription issues. They also learned to take risks in their writing 

and consider rudimentary ideas that they could flesh out later in their writing rather than 

disregarding new ideas. Finally, when these good readers who are poor writers learned 

strategies for “hushing the mind” and “facing their fear of tests” they were learning to 

deal with distractions and tolerate anxiety.  
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According to their self-reports, students in this study become open to the 

experience of  flow because they came to believe that they: (a) knew how to set clear 

obtainable goals for themselves as they composed, (b) had learned the skills and 

strategies necessary for completing writing assignments, and (c) had developed intrinsic 

motivation when writing; they had learned to value internal rather than external rewards, 

pleasing themselves rather than the teacher, finding satisfaction and pride in successfully 

completing a writing task. 

 During one focus group discussion, student 12M referred to having a ‘Gotcha 

moment.” When the researcher asked him to explain, he said, “It’s when you write, and 

you get going, and forget about everything else.” Two others in the focus group nodded 

and gave an affirming, “Oh yeah.” The researcher asked if any of them had experienced 

flow or a “Gotcha moment” before coming to the Writing Academy. No one could recall 

such an experience. However, the researcher then asked if any had had similar 

experiences either while attending the Writing Academy or afterwards. All of the 

students recalled different times when they experienced flow, though the level of 

engagement varied.  

Student 4M insisted that he share his experience of flow during the retest. He 

recounted with enthusiasm, “I just opened up that test, read the prompt, thought to 

myself, ‘This is cool.’ Then I just started planning and writing. In no time I was done. 

Boom! I mean it went by so fast.” 

Results from this study support Csikszentmihalyi’s (1974, 1990) hypothesis about 

the relationship between task difficulty and student ability. He argued that when task 

difficulty is greater than ability, learners experience anxiety and worry. The findings also 
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suggest that students can acquire the necessary engagement and motivation to enter a 

state of flow when composing, contingent upon having participated in instruction that 

targets and develops their affective and cognitive capabilities. Students who become 

engaged and motivated are more likely to invest more time and effort in their writing and 

thus become more successful.  

The findings in this second arena of investigation reveal that good readers who 

are poor writers attribute their writing difficulties to strong, negative emotions. Students 

in this study did not have strategies for dealing with strong negative emotions that arose 

when faced with writing narrative text, and especially when asked to write on-demand. 

Specifically, the data in this study reveal that negative emotions arise when students: (a) 

have misconceptions about the writing process and do not clearly understand the essential 

features of the texts they are required to compose, (b) have no strategies for dealing with 

disruptive emotions, (c) are plagued by memories of past failures when writing (d) 

experience great stress over writing on-demand, (e) fail to realize the complexity of the 

composing process, (f) are preoccupied with lower level transcription issues, and (g) are 

unable to focus on the task of composing.  

Structured Intervention: The Writing Academy 

 The final arena of information concerns the effectiveness of the Writing 

Academy. This section will discuss the format of the Writing Academy and the students’ 

self-acknowledged benefit from participating in a structured writing workshop. 

Research (Pritchard, 1993, Pritchard & Marshall, 1994) has concluded that 

children produce better writing when their teachers’ have been trained in the process 

model. Models that emphasize the teaching of traditional grammar have a negligible or 



 
                                                                                                                                                                        

107

negative effect on improving children’s writing (Hillocks, 1984). Furthermore, when the 

cognitive research tradition and the writing process tradition were merged in a study in 

which instruction in text structures was embedded in a process writing model, researchers 

found that the quality of fifth and sixth grade student writing was enhanced (Raphael, 

Englert & Kirschner, 1986). 

The Writing Academy was developed specifically to model the writing process, 

address emotional factors, and provide explicit instruction in schema and self-regulation 

strategies related to the production of narrative text. The mini-lessons were designed to 

address narrative features such as story structure, character development, and key 

concept. Self-regulation strategies were modeled during whole class instruction and 

illustrations provided during conferencing. The premise that guided the program 

development was that students more easily learn to improve their writing if they are 

provided developmentally appropriate instruction and assignments where they are 

allowed to experiment with their writing while simultaneously being provided specific, 

supportive feedback. The teacher/researcher set specific goals for students to attain by the 

time they finished the Writing Academy. The following goals guided the instruction and 

the teacher/researcher’s assessment of each student’s progress. While attending the 

Writing Academy, each student will: (a) learn to feel emotionally in control when 

writing, (b) engage in writing for long periods of time on a regular basis, practicing the 

writing process at every stage as it relates to the creation of narrative text, (c) learn to 

assess and revise his/her own writing using the 6 Traits rubric and story grammar, and  

(d) learn to transfer and use the skills and strategies learned in the Writing Academy to 

writing assignments s/he receives in the regular classroom.   
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Emotional Control When Writing 

The first main objective in the Writing Academy was to teach and model 

emotional control when composing. As noted earlier (see pp. 86-106), the good readers 

who are poor writers in this study were unable to complete writing tasks because of 

disruptive emotions manifested by either overaroused or underaroused behaviors. The 

data indicate that when teaching writing, the teacher must intentionally foster students’ 

sense of self-efficacy, “the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior 

required to produce a particular outcome” (Gredler, 1992, p. 319.). Studies have shown 

that students’ self-perceptions and feelings of self-efficacy directly influence writing 

performance (Pajares & Valiante, 2001).  

Self-efficacy is evident in Student 2F who was the student who rated herself with 

the highest scores on the Writer Self-Perception Scale. Teacher/researcher notes indicate 

that throughout the Writing Academy this student was confident that she would improve 

given additional instruction.  She was one of two students who completed the reflection 

sheet at the beginning of the Academy on her independent writing, where she answered 

six questions about herself as a writer and noted in her goals for writing that she wanted 

to learn strategies for being a better writer. This student was able to internalize both 

schema and self-regulation strategies, and learned to control her negative emotions while 

composing. 

In contrast, self-efficacy was absent for Student 5 F who was the lowest scoring 

student on the Writer Self-Perception Scale (WSPS).  This student could not complete the 

reflection about herself as a writer at the beginning of the Writing Academy and 

consistently said throughout the Writing Academy, during her interview, and during their 
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student focus group that, “Writing is just too hard!” When responding to the statement “I 

think I am a good writer” on the WSPS, she gave herself a score of 1, Strongly Disagree, 

in spite of consistent, positive feedback that she received from her peers and the 

teacher/researcher about her writing. Conference notes in her student portfolio and 

teacher/researcher reflection notes from her interview and the student focus group 

indicate that she was always emotional and demonstrative in her gestures whenever she 

spoke of her own writing, regardless of the context – whether during mini-lessons, small 

group discussions, teacher/researcher conferences, or peer work groups. Her parents 

commented that she was always distressed and pessimistic when the topic of writing 

came up, although she was not so negative when speaking of other academic areas.  

These two students illustrate the enormous impact that self-confidence can have 

on learning.  Both are good readers, and obviously have skills that serve them in their 

academic work. Yet, the student with negative feelings about her skills as a writer (5F) 

did not improve as much as the student with positive feelings, although her classroom 

teacher informed me after the Writing Academy and after all data for the study were 

collected, that student 5F was tested and qualified for Academically Gifted (AG) services 

in the areas of Reading, Mathematics, and Writing. This underscores the importance of 

addressing emotions when teaching writing, not just skills. 

One key finding to emerge from the teacher focus group was the clear indication 

that writing instruction in these students’ previous classrooms did not address students’ 

affect. One teacher commented, “I feel like these kids [referring to good readers who are 

poor writers] should be able to get it on their own. They’re smart kids. It’s my job to 

spend the extra time with those who are struggling, not those who I believe can do better 
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if they only try harder.” Three other teachers agreed and noted that generally the parents 

of these good readers who are poor writers feel that their children’s problem is a lack of 

effort on the child’s part. Although these are highly skilled and sensitive teachers, and all 

have participated in district-sponsored staff development in writing, they nonetheless 

failed to detect and address the negative emotions that good readers who are poor writers 

experience. 

By contrast, during the Writing Academy the teacher/researcher intentionally 

presented mini-lessons and shared personal examples of his own fears and struggles with 

writing in order to illustrate his empathy for the students’ fears and apprehension of 

writing. Students frequently cited in both their interviews and the focus groups how 

important the teacher/researcher’s honesty about his struggles and strategies for dealing 

with writing anxiety helped them develop their own strategies. 

 Having instruction clearly focused on process rather than product and 

concurrently addressing the affective issues these students dealt with when faced with 

writing assignments, resulted in these students’ developing a more positive affect towards 

writing. The clearest example is when one of the teachers, during the teacher focus group, 

shared what she referred to as “one of the most memorable encounters I’ve ever had with 

a student.” The student was still attending the Writing Academy and had just received his 

second paper back. The paper had been scored a 4.0 (above grade level). The teacher 

recalled how the student, who had told her on many occasions how much he hated 

writing, came “barreling down the hallway, waving a paper in his hand, shouting, ‘I’m a 

writer! I’m a writer!’” The teacher went on to elaborate, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen 
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such a change in one student’s feeling about writing. He insisted that I let him read his 

paper in class, and, of course, I did.” 

Studies have shown that generally students’ emotions change during the act of 

composing. As Brand and Powell (1986) note, “Typically positive feelings of a writer 

intensify over the course of composing. The Positive emotions most amenable to increase 

are inspiration, satisfaction, and relief. In comparison, the Negative Passive emotions 

weaken during writing” (1986, p. 283). The data in this study indicate similar findings. 

As the students learned strategies for dealing with negative emotions, their sense of self-

efficacy increased and they became risk-takers, attempting to employ schema and self-

regulation strategies. This resulted in an increase in both the quantity and quality of the 

text they composed, as demonstrated by 100% of them passing the state writing retest.  

Furthermore, the good readers who are poor writers’ emotions affected their 

preference for composing specific types of genre. As noted earlier, students in this study 

equally preferred composing narrative text as they did expository text. When composing 

narrative text, the writer tells a story, but when composing expository text, the writer 

conveys information about a specific subject (Robb, 2002). 

In this study, there was an even distribution between the number of students 

preferring expository and narrative text. These results correspond closely to Knudson’s 

(1995) research. Although Knudson found that students generally enjoyed composing 

both expository and narrative text, she notes that some students at every grade level 

preferred to write only narrative or expository text. However, this finding differs from 

earlier studies, such as Hogan’s (1980), that reported that expository writing was the least 

preferred writing for students in grades 4 – 8. Similarly, Prater and Padia (1983) 
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concluded that students in grades four and six preferred composing narrative text because 

they performed better with narrative writing than expository writing. The rationale for 

their conclusion was that narrative is more egocentric. Additionally, elementary students 

generally get more practice with narrative writing.  

 Students’ preferences for composing specific types of genres extended to modes 

of discourse within a particular genre. As reported earlier, 10 students (91%) in this study 

strongly preferred composing imaginative narrative text to personal narrative text. When 

composing personal narratives, students recount memorable events that they have 

experienced. Personal narratives may not always have the character development, 

problem or solutions that are typical of more sophisticated stories. By contrast, when 

composing imaginative narrative, students use their imagination to create a fantasy story 

that revolves around an event that has a problem to be resolved (Kemper, Nathan, 

Elsholz, & Sebranek, 2000).  

The preference for composing imaginative stories and the rationale that the good 

readers who are poor writers expressed in this study supports Ketchum’s (1995) assertion 

that: 

Writing fiction empowers children. Imaginative writing gives children 

permission to tell stories they most need to express. Like the shy child 

who becomes bold and expressive behind a mask or a puppet, fiction 

provides the storyteller with a safe way to reveal secrets (p. 6). 

Time On Task Writing and Internalizing/Personalizing the Writing Process 

 A second objective of the Writing Academy was to provide substantial amounts 

of time and experiences for students to write so that they internalized and personalized 
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the writing process. The most important principle underlying the concept of a Writer’s 

Workshop is that instruction involves regular, extensive periods where the students are 

writing (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1984, 1994; Graves, 1983; and Murray, 1987). Recent 

research (Bradshaw, 2002) on the National Writing Project model implemented in the 

elementary school, which parallels the writer’s workshop used in this study, found that 

students who are taught writing using the process model spend twice as much time 

writing as do students in other types of writing programs. Furthermore, in a Writer’s 

Workshop, students not only write on a regular basis, but they also devote a significant 

portion of their time to the recursive process of drafting, revising, conferencing, and 

editing (Calkins, 1994; Weaver, Gillmeister-Krause, & Vento-Zogby, 1996).  

When students in this study first came to the Writing Academy, they perceived 

writing as a linear activity and had not developed self-regulating strategies. Thus, the 

assignments were designed so that students were given extensive practice and 

opportunities to internalize the stages of the writing process and develop self-regulating 

strategies as they competed writing assignments.  

Throughout the interviews, all the students in this study readily recalled the 

practice they had writing on-demand, timed exercises they were given to prepare for the 

Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test.  Six students, 2F, 4M, 5F, 6F, 7M, and 10M (55%) 

stated that prior to the Writing Academy they did not engage in any long term writing 

projects, going through every stage of the writing process, in the fourth grade. A review 

of notes from the teachers’ focus group validates this assertion by the students. The 

fourth grade teacher, during the teacher focus group, stated that the fourth grade 

curriculum was “so demanding” that “it makes it virtually impossible to complete 
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narrative assignments going through the entire writing process. Most fourth grade 

teachers have only enough time to do one, maybe two of those.”  

Student 12M recalled that he did have two assignments that required him to use 

the writing process and conference with his teacher. However, he stressed, “We didn’t 

have the big blocks of time to write like we did here [referring to the Writing Academy]. 

You also gave us longer periods of time and showed us how we could fix our stories.”  

Students understand the difference between a Writer’s Workshop format and 

writing instruction that is geared towards passing a test. Although these students 

expressed an understanding of the value of practicing writing on-demand, they 

unanimously felt that having completed the three stories for their portfolios helped them 

more than the on-demand writing practice. For example, student 8M summarized his 

preconceptions about the Writing Academy. He noted that when he first arrived he was 

cynical: 

First of all I thought we were just going to write in journals and do 

worksheets. But then we got into writing these stories and conferencing. I 

really liked it. All of a sudden, every day I looked forward to working on 

my stories. 

Another key finding to emerge from the teacher focus group was the failure of 

these experienced teachers to see a connection between teaching the writing process and 

preparing students to write on-demand. At the end of the teacher focus group discussion, 

teachers were asked to hand in the discussion questionnaire they received prior to the 

teacher focus group meeting. Six of the seven teachers in the focus group answered the 

first question, “What is the connection between teaching the writing process and teaching 
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students to write on-demand?” by indicating that they saw no relationship. On both her 

questionnaire and during the teacher focus group discussion, the one teacher who 

expressed an understanding of the connection between teaching the writing process and 

preparing students to write on-demand stated, “In both, you teach them to plan, draft, and 

hopefully afterwards edit, if they have the time when they write on-demand. But that is 

probably where the similarities end.” 

When the researcher queried these teachers regarding their personal writing other 

than for completing letters, forms and reports for school as part of their job, three of the 

teachers admitted that they did not do any substantial writing outside the classroom. The 

other four teachers reported that they had just completed their packets for National Board 

Certification. All four of these teachers acknowledged that this was the first time they had 

engaged in extensive writing outside of the writing they are required to do as part of their 

job responsibilities. Each one shared how stressful she felt when completing the writing 

portion of her National Board Packet.  

Additionally, none of the teachers in this study modeled composing “impromptu” 

in front of the class or in a small group. They generally shared only the final products of 

previously composed stories written by other students or samples written by 

professionals.  

At the end of her classical study of writing and teaching writing in the United 

States, Emig (1971) concluded that teachers who teach writing and who do not 

themselves write “underconceptualize and oversimplify” writing. The overriding 

perception of writing and teaching writing among this group of teachers in the current 
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study appears to fit Emig’s conclusion. The teachers’ simplistic view of writing was 

clearly evident to their former students and to the researcher. 

Self-Assessment and Revision of Texts 

 A third objective of the Writing Academy was to teach students how to evaluate 

the quality of the texts they composed and how to make quality revisions. The good 

readers who are poor writers in this study came to the Writing Academy with no 

strategies for reviewing, assessing, detecting, and correcting problems in their texts. The 

revisions they did make were local, surface-level problems (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 

1987) rather than revisions for content and meaning. Generally, these students did not 

revise because they failed to clearly understand the difference between revising and 

editing.  

At the beginning of the Writing Academy, the students in this study conceived 

revision as simply reviewing – rereading the text that was produced and then editing the 

text for conventional errors. As Odell and Cohick (1975) noted, when faced with 

revision, students exclaimed, “You mean, write it over in ink?” Analysis of these 

students’ portfolios indicate that when the students were composing their first stories and 

came to conference with the teacher/researcher, the changes these students made to their 

stories were merely superficial changes – primarily corrections in spelling, punctuation, 

and grammar. 

 However, researchers agree that revision is more than editing. Revision, more 

fully and completely defined, is examining a text that has been produced, assessing 

whether or not the text meets the specified genre and conventional requirements, and then 

correcting or modifying the text to improve the quality and clarity of the writer’s thoughts 
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with the reader in mind (Beal, 1996, Kirby & Liner, 1988, Murray, 1987). As Elbow 

(1981) says, good writers produce reader-based prose. 

As the students learned to conference with the teacher/researcher and with peers 

using story grammar and 6 Traits rubric, their revisions became more substantial. 

Students were taught that revision included first (a) identifying a specific area to focus on 

using both story grammar and the 6 Traits, and second (b) deciding how to address the 

problem. During one mini-lesson students were provided examples of four basic 

strategies for revision: (a) adding information, (b) deleting words and information,  

(c) changing words/phrases, and/or (d) moving and rearranging sentences, paragraphs, 

and events.  

 Researcher notes indicate that as time passed in the Writing Academy, students 

came to conferences more prepared to point out characters, plot, setting, the “WOW” 

moment, and key concept. Over time, some students began to discern similarities 

between story grammar and some of the general traits. For example, during a conference 

on her last paper, student 1F commented, “Isn’t it the same when you ask what the 

“WOW” moment is and whether or not you have the main idea and organization?”  

The data from this study support previous research (Bartholomae, 1979, Kirby & 

Liner, 1988) that suggests that students will not automatically identify and correct errors 

unless they are provided specific strategies for doing so. Good readers who are poor 

writers strengthen their skills in identifying and correcting weakness in their writing 

when they are provided various revision strategies that are consistently modeled.   

Transfer of Skills  
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A final objective of the Writing Academy was to encourage and model for 

students how to apply the strategies and skills taught in the Writing Academy to help 

them complete writing assignments they received from other teachers. Instruction that is 

designed to teach students how to apply knowledge and skills they learn in one context to 

other situations is referred to as transfer (Gredler, 1992). Past research has shown that 

transfer is most likely to occur when general rules and specific examples are taught side-

by-side (Guberman & Greenfield, 1991). However, as Foertsch (1995) argues, research 

suggests that students learn to transfer concepts about writing from one genre to another 

only when teachers and students work collaboratively comparing and contrasting the 

application of writing skills and strategies to different contexts and assignments.  

Although the teacher/researcher did not spend a significant amount of time 

discussing the application of strategies and skills to genres other than narrative, he did 

periodically provide examples in other areas. Furthermore, he explicitly encouraged the 

students to individually apply the strategies and offered to conference with them outside 

of the Writing Academy about the writing assignments they were working on for other 

teachers. On several occasions, both during and after the Writing Academy, several 

students brought in their writing assignments for other teachers and conferenced with the 

teacher/researcher. During those conferences, the same format was followed as that 

which was used in the Writing Academy for narrative text, but the teacher/researcher 

pointed out the distinctive features that the students needed to be aware of when 

composing information text for science or social studies projects.  

Two of the fifth grade teachers who participated in the teacher focus group were 

currently teaching nine (82%) of the students who were in this study. These two teachers 
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estimated that 7 of the 9 students regularly used strategies they had learned in the Writing 

Academy. One of the teachers pointed out that none of these students did any prewriting 

during the first few weeks of school before they started the Writing Academy. However, 

both reported that after the first three weeks of instruction in the Writing Academy, all 

the students who were enrolled in the Writing Academy started using various prewriting 

strategies for all their writing assignments. The two teachers specifically pointed out 

student 7M who, during his third week in the Writing Academy, chose to have a peer 

read his writing assignments before he turned it in. The student provided the peer with 

explicit guidelines for the type of feedback he was expecting and direction on how to 

respond. These teachers also noted that he continued to have peers read and respond to 

his writing even after he completed the Writing Academy and passed the Fourth Grade 

Narrative Writing Retest.  

The results of this study suggest that writing skills and strategies taught in one 

genre can be transferred to writing assignments in different contexts. However, as both 

fifth grade teachers in the focus group argued, this transfer of skills may be contingent 

upon the students’ overall motivation and ability. As one of the teachers stated, “These 

are smart kids who want to do well and please. Some of my lower level reading and 

writing kids would never make the connections that these did.” This observation points to 

the possibility that good readers who are poor writers may benefit from the Writing 

Academy instructional format more than poor readers who are poor writers would. 

In terms of the final arena of investigation in this study, the influence of the 

Writing Academy, all the data support the students’ assertions that participating in the 

Writing Academy improved their applications of skills and activation of schema and self-
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regulation strategies when composing narrative text. Furthermore, students reported that 

they learned to control negative emotions when composing, and especially when 

composing on-demand. Evidence of this success derives from students’ positive 

comments directly attributing growth in writing ability to the Writing Academy, 

progression of skills as recorded after student-teacher conferences, more awareness of 

self-regulation as evidenced in the four sequential self-reflection forms, and scores 

measuring growth in the students’ portfolios. Moreover, all students made a passing score 

on the retest of the state Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test.  

Typical of the growth of students who participated in the Writing Academy is 

student 8M. As noted earlier, this is the same student who was very skeptical when he 

first entered the Writing Academy. He was expecting to be in another program that 

alternated between worksheets to improve basic skills and on-demand writing exercises – 

a format that was indicative of his previous Language Arts instruction.  

Prior to attending the Writing Academy, student 8M exhibited several 

characteristics typical of many good readers who are poor writers. In his interviews, he 

revealed that when composing, he: (a) attempted to engage in prewriting, such as using a 

flow map (p. 56), but never referred back to his prewriting or considered the elements of 

story grammar schema to guide his composing  (p. 56); (b) was skilled at using 

metacognitive strategies to monitor his comprehension when reading texts indicated by 

making predictions and verifying them (p. 57), but only had a few, ineffective self-

regulation strategies to rely on when composing; and (c) experienced the emergence of 

negative emotions when faced with writing tasks as indicated by admitting he was 

“scared” about adequately addressing specific topics in his writing  (p. 64). 
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Teacher/researcher notes also reveal that he also frequently engaged in one specific 

avoidance behavior – talking to peers about topics other than his writing when he should 

have been either composing or conferencing with a peer. 

Besides failing the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, this student also had 

several school experiences that appear to be common among good readers who are poor 

writers. His previous Language Arts instruction had focused primarily on skills and 

practice with on-demand writing rather than on teaching the writing process. He 

mentioned that he only had expected journal writing and worksheets in the Writing 

Academy (p. 113). Additionally, interviews revealed that he had no experiences with 

either conferencing with a teacher about his writing or opportunities to read stories 

composed by other students. He commented on the benefit of reading work by his peers 

(pp. 89-90). Finally, he had never witnessed a teacher modeling his own composing 

process. 

When student 8M first took the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, he scored a 

2.0 (below the minimum passing score of 2.5). The prompt, “Write a story about a time 

that you had fun,” was designed to elicit a personal narrative response in 50 minutes. A 

scanned copy of the original on-demand writing is in Appendix 7.6. Following is a typed 

transcription of his story, with errors intact. 

“Nice job.” I told my friend Matt as I slapped him on the back. We 

all looked up at the scoreboard where a strike sign had just come up under 

the fifth collum for Matt. I was at 45 points and Matt was at 60 with his 

strike. It was my turn to bowl and I got a spare that made me excited and 

took my points to 57. On the sixth frame I bowled a spare and so did Matt 
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which took me to sixty eight and Matt to seventy two. Seventh frame I got 

a 9 total and Matt got a 9 which took me to seventy seven and Matt to 

eighty one. Eighth frame I got a 6 and Matt a 5, Me 83, Matt 86. Nineth 

frame I got a strike and Matt got another strike. Matt 115, Me 103. Last 

frame I got a 6 and Matt got a 5. I had finished with 109 and Matt 120! 

“Yeah” Matt and Me exclaimed as we took off our bowling shoes. Matt 

and Me played a game called Dynomite Cop before we left. When we left 

the bowling alley at 12:35 a.m. I thought about the fun time we had had in 

that one bowling alley for a long time. “Thanks Edd and Mom” Me and 

Matt exclaimed as we got in the car and left. 

The paper has some strengths. First, this story is about one event, the time he and 

his friend Matt went bowling. Unlike other good readers who are poor writers, 8M 

narrows his story down to one time period. Many good readers who are poor writers tend 

to list a series of events that occurred throughout an entire day or lengthier period of time. 

A second strength of the paper is that the story is composed in the first person, which 

enables the writer to make the story come alive. A third strength is that he uses a 

narrative style, and clearly identifies the key characters, the setting, and the time of the 

event. In this piece of writing, 8M also employs an appropriate strategy for beginning a 

narrative; he uses dialogue, rather than starting the story by stating the day and time of 

the event (i.e., One Friday evening…). Finally, unlike many good readers who are poor 

writers, this student reports the events in a logical and appropriate sequence. 

However, the story has four major flaws. First, there is no “WOW” moment; all 

story events carry equal weight. Second, there is no attempt to describe the scene in detail 
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or to engage the reader by providing important information such as the physical gestures 

or movements that he and his friend made as each bowled and scored a strike, or a 

description of each character’s facial expressions as the game proceeded, etc. The story 

consists only of a series of reports about his friend, Matt, and their scores as the game 

progressed. Third, there are few cohesive ties in the writing, and the syntax is very 

simplistic. Finally, he attempts to tell his story as he perceived a sports newscaster would, 

play-by-play. However, he is unable to provide the necessary focus, details and 

description of the action to make the story interesting or meaningful.  

A review of student 8M’s portfolio indicates that throughout the Writing 

Academy the teacher/researcher conferenced with him about creating stories that had a 

clear beginning, middle, and end. Notes in his portfolio indicate that initially the 

conferencing focused on creating a scene where the student had to describe what 

happened in slow motion. The teacher/researcher used the analogy of freeze frames, 

teaching the student to report the events that he wanted to describe in his story as if he 

were watching a scene in a movie in slow motion. The student had to describe the 

characters, their physical movements, facial expressions, and important verbal statements 

or thoughts. Student 8M conferenced and revised his first story eight times before he 

agreed with the teacher/researcher that the story was ready to be part of his portfolio and 

submitted to the school’s Writing Committee to be scored.  

Mini-lessons addressed several schema strategies that 8M lacked: (a) using story 

grammar as a prewriting strategy, (b) creating effective introductions and reflective 

endings that tie the story together, (c) consistently employing basic self-regulation 

strategies, and (d) composing text using various sentence structures.  
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A review of conference notes reveal that while student 8M attended the Writing 

Academy, teacher conferences centered on teaching him how to determine when and how 

to create paragraph breaks and how to combine sentences to improve syntax and 

semantics. Student 8M conferenced and revised his second paper four times prior to 

submitting it to be scored; he only revised and edited his third and final story two times. 

Both of these stories were included in his portfolio. 

After completing the Writing Academy, student 8M retook the Fourth Grade 

Narrative Writing Test in one 50-minute session. The prompt, which called for an 

imaginative narrative, was “Imagine that your mom bought you a small rug to put in your 

room. When you got home and stepped on the rug, it turned into a magic carpet. Tell a 

story about what happened next.” A scanned copy of the original story is in Appendix 

7.7. Following is a typed version, with errors intact. 

“Thanks for the rug Mom” I yelled as I sprinted upstairs to my 

room. I crashed through my door, hurled my new red rug next to my bed 

and stepped on it. All of a sudden I was hovering in the air on a majic 

carpet, clinging to it for all I was worth. After a while I got the confidence 

to say one word, “Forward.” That was probably one of the things I 

regretted most in my life, thanks to that word I shot out of my window like 

a mad bullet on what I thought was a joy ride, but boy was I wrong. 

 All of a sudden I was soaring over the buildings and houses of [the 

neighborhood] gazing at the ground far, far below. Moments later I was 

past [the neighborhood] in the country, then something really bad 

happened. I started plunging downwards! I thought I was a goner, little did 
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I know I was right over a lake. There was an earsplitting splash as I landed 

on the water. Lucky for me the rug was able to float on the calm lake 

water. Then the water wasn’t calm anymore, a huge freshwater shark came 

speeding towards me!! I grabbed the nearest thing I could, a floating stick 

and hit the shark a stunning blow to the nose just in time. It disappeared 

into the lake depths to find a “less aggressive” prey. I swam with all my 

might to the nearest bank so I wouldn’t have to worry about any other 

hungry fish. With water dripping from me I dragged myself ashore with 

the sopping wet rug behind me. With my last efforts I wrong out the rug 

and stepped on it. As I had hoped the water hadn’t hurt the rug and I was 

in the air. With renewed spirit I said, “Home” and I was off back the way I 

had come. 

 I zipped through the still open window, crashed against the wall 

and landed on my bed just in time. My mom came through the door and 

looked at me laying on my bed. She asked, “Do you like the rug,” I smiled 

and managed to gasp out one sentence, “Yeah, it’s a real lifesaver.” When 

she left the room I feel asleep of weariness, thinking to myself, “Nobody 

will ever know.” 

 This paper was scored a 4.0 by the local school system graders. During the retest, 

he composed a rough draft in cursive, made some minor revisions, and then rewrote his 

story on the test form within the allotted 50-minute test time frame. 

Student 8M’s story is a creative and exciting narration of a fantasy experience 

with a magic carpet. He shows audience awareness. In the first paragraph he makes a 
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“promise” to the reader that he will explore why his ride was not a “joy ride.” He fulfills 

this promise to the reader by building and maintaining suspense and humor throughout 

the story. The narrative is well sequenced with a clear beginning, middle, and end. It 

clearly addresses the prompt. He includes relevant details that support and add to the 

story. Additionally, his sentences are more varied and complex. Finally, he creates a 

cohesive tie with words that frame the tale: it begins with the narrator’s command, 

“Forward” and ends with his command, “Home.” This writing provides evidence of 

specific story grammar schema being applied when he: (a) sets the scene and sequences 

the events in a clear, logical order, (b) employs dialogue, thoughts, and sound effects 

throughout the tale to build and support the interwoven theme, (c) creates a plot, which 

includes a problem, attempt and outcome, and (d) provides an insightful reflection as the 

resolution to the story – “It was a real lifesaver.” 

An analysis of his portfolio and a comparison/contrast of his writing when he first 

took the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test and later the retest, after completing the 

Writing Academy reveal that his overall writing improved in several specific ways, 

representative of most of the students who attended the Writing Academy (see p. 86). 

Throughout his time in the Writing Academy, student 8M  (a) increased the quantity and 

quality of the texts he composed over time, (b) included all the necessary features of story 

grammar – characters, setting, plot, attempts, and resolution, (c) engaged in substantial 

revision after composing an initial draft, and (d) reported that he learned to honor the 

process by reminding himself that writing is difficult for many people and thereby 

“trained” himself to persevere in the writing task, even when it was difficult, and (e) 

reported that he frequently entered a state a flow when composing, and even when 
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composing on-demand. Furthermore, analysis of the Writer Self-Perception Scale clearly 

indicates that 8M’s perception of himself as a writer improved over the period of time 

when he attended the Writing Academy. He rated himself the highest of the group in 

terms of general progress, and second highest in specific progress (see Table 4.1, p. 66). 

Conclusion 

 In this study, the researcher examined a group of students who are typical of 

students at all levels in the educational system, good readers who are poor writers.  

Researchers and practitioners have been intrigued by the seemingly paradoxical inability 

of good readers who have no learning or behavioral disabilities to master basic writing 

skills and demonstrate writing proficiency when completing on-demand writing tasks. 

The findings in this study suggest that good readers who are poor writers display 

pervasive limitations in their understanding and application of schema strategies for story 

grammar, searching prior knowledge, planning, and self-regulation.  Furthermore, the 

data presented in this research point to the role and impact of students’ emotions on their 

writing performance, particularly with respect to the students’ negative emotions and 

perceptions of themselves as writers.  However, as the students in this study themselves 

attest, good readers who are poor writers benefit from an intensive remediation program – 

a writing workshop program combined with focused instruction, such as the Writing 

Academy. 

 Perhaps the most important outcome of this research is that the data allow the 

researcher to create a general profile of good readers who are poor writers. Palmer (1986) 

based his conclusions and profile on intuition. The following profile is based on empirical 

data.  
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A Basic Profile of Good Readers Who Are Poor Writers 

           Good Readers Who Are Poor Writers: 
 

1.  generally recognize that they are academically adept and successful in 

school. 

2.  perceive themselves as poor writers and acknowledge that they are better 

readers. 

3. understand the difference in cognitive demands in reading and writing – 

reading is perceived as acquiring information and writing as generating 

information/knowledge. 

4.   recognize the similarities of text features in reading and writing narrative 

text, but are unable to generalize and apply concepts recognized in texts 

they read to the texts they compose. 

5.   either have no schema for prewriting strategies, or for organizing and 

planning the structure of text, or fail to use those they have been taught. 

They are unable to apply their knowledge of the features of narrative text 

to their own writing to the extent that they can readily compose narrative 

text on-demand. 

6. have no self-regulation or monitoring strategies when they create text; 

thus,  

7. struggle with and have no strategies for dealing with writer’s block. 

8. feel apprehensive when asked to complete on-demand writing 

assignments, and this fear or apprehension blocks their ability to compose. 
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They are either overaroused or underaroused when faced with writing 

assignments. 

9. prefer long-term writing projects using the writing process, over timed, 

on-demand, writing assignments (i.e. the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing 

Test).  

10. vary in their ability to compose personal or imaginative narrative text, but 

have a strong preference for composing imaginative narrative text, which 

they perceive to be easier for them. In other words, they tend to practice 

what is easiest for them.   

11. are overly concerned with interpreting and adequately addressing the 

writing prompt; they tend to over analyze the prompt and have a strong 

preference for having a choice in selecting a prompt. 

12. lack sufficient experiences with quality conferencing with teacher or 

trained peers in order to understand how to improve their stories. 

13. do not transfer lessons and strategies taught in one genre (i.e. expository, 

poetry, etc.) to writing narrative text, either when using the entire writing 

process over a long period of time or when they are writing on-demand. 

They see writing narrative text as a specific skill rather than as related to 

overall writing ability. 

14. equally prefer composing narrative or expository text; the key to their 

preferences seem to be whether or not they enjoy doing research. 
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15. lack role models for writing both at home and in the classroom; they 

experience and see sustained silent reading, but not sustained silent 

writing. 

16. attribute growth in writing and the development of an understanding and 

skill in composing narrative text to participation in a writing workshop 

model, in this research – the Writing Academy. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Clearly, as mentioned earlier, many factors (see pp. 53 - 54) potentially influence 

and account for why some good readers are poor writers when they have no learning or 

behavioral disabilities. These factors may interact in complex ways that merit further 

study using qualitative and quantitative methodology. Although this study identifies lack 

of knowledge and application of specific schema and self-regulation strategies, 

compounded by negative emotions, as the three primary variables explaining why some 

good readers are poor writers, the research is unable to explain the exact nature of this 

triadic relationship. Empirical studies should be conducted to examine the relationship 

among these variables. For example, does one factor (e.g., emotions) exert more 

influence than another on writing performance? Are certain types of learners, especially 

in terms of gender and race, more susceptible to particular instructional models? Is 

intervention designed to improve writing equally effective for poor readers as for good 

readers?  

Moreover, self-reports are not sensitive to the distinction between one’s professed 

understanding and one’s ability to apply that understanding when composing. Long-term 
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studies are needed to closely document students’ process changes in knowledge 

acquisition and application of knowledge through various levels of becoming a writer. 

Furthermore, the question remains whether the description of good readers who 

are poor writers in this study, though more developed than Palmer’s (1986), is 

representative of other groups of fifth graders and of older good readers who are poor 

writers. As a result, research is needed that will seek to examine the characteristics and 

create a profile of good readers who are poor writers at different age/grade levels. 

Studies in the composing process are typically short-term and intrusive. They 

typically use methods such as protocol analysis that interfere with the composing process. 

They tend to be short-term studies, lasting only several weeks. With younger children, 

longer-term, non-interruptive studies, such as the current study, can reveal barriers that 

struggling writers face. Numerous, large-scale studies have defined how language 

develops and writing performance changes for groups. But few studies have examined 

either the emotional factors that affect writing performance or the students’ perspectives 

concerning writing. This study used non-interruptive data collection to examine students’ 

understanding of their own growth and improvement in writing performance and in 

perceptions of themselves as writers. It has provided information about the strategies and 

emotions that negatively impact the ability of good readers who are poor writers to 

compose narrative text on-demand, as well as information about pedagogical practices 

that seem to foster writing improvement and self-efficacy. 

As states require more on-demand writing of learners at all levels, students such 

as those in this study can easily fall behind, and eventually through the cracks of our 
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educational system. This study indicates that not all the blame should be placed on the 

small shoulders of good readers who are poor writers.  
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Introductory Letter 
 
Dear fifth grader and family, 
 
 I am conducting a small research study for the purpose of understanding more about why some 
students have difficulty passing the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test. Additionally, I am trying to better 
understand how students learn how to write and how to help them improve their writing ability.  I am 
conducting this research as part of my doctoral education, and it will have no effect on students’ grades. 
 Earlier this year your child attended the Writing Academy and after s/he completed the Writing 
Academy, s/he retook the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test. I would like for your child to sit down with 
me in a one-on-one interview, which I will audiotape. During the interview I will simply talk about your 
child’s experiences as a writer in school. Furthermore, during this time, I will ask your child to share ideas 
that s/he about how to improve the Writing Academy and suggestions about how to help better prepare 
other students for the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test. I expect the interviews to last forty-five 
minutes. 
 After I have interviewed several other students, I would like your child to then participate in a 
group discussion with other students who attended the Writing Academy. The purpose of this discussion is 
to focus on the Writing Academy, talking specifically about things that were helpful or things that we did 
that were not helpful in preparing for the retest. It will also be a time when your child can share more ideas 
about what teachers can do in the fourth grade to better prepare students to take the writing test. I will 
audiotape this session too. 
 I am asking your child to be a part of this study because it is a unique opportunity for him/her to 
be involved in helping not only me but other teachers understand how students feel about writing, 
especially writing for tests, and how to better teach writing. 
 I will be careful about making sure that anything personal said in the interview or focus discussion 
group will remain confidential. To help protect your child’s identity, I will assign each student a special 
number, and only refer to students in the report that I write using that assigned number. At no time will any 
student’s name be used in the report. 
 Your child is free to choose whether or not to be a part of this study. There will be no negative 
consequences if s/he chooses not to be interviewed or not to be a part of the focus discussion group. It is 
also okay if once we start your child decides to drop out of the study. This is something that I want your 
child to do only if s/he wants to and chooses to do it without any pressure from anyone.  If you consent to 
allow your child to participate, please sign the enclosed parental consent form and send it back to me. 
When I meet with your child, I will ask him/her to sign the consent form separately.  
        

Sincerely, 

       Ronald L. Honeycutt 
       Reading/Writing Specialist  
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Informed Consent Form For Parents and Students 

 
Title: Associations Between Reading and Writing 
 
Researcher: Ronald Lee Honeycutt     NCSU Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Ruie Jane Pritchard 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of the study is to investigate why some good readers feel 
that they had difficulty passing the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, what it is they do before and during writing, 
and how the Writing Academy influences the way they approach writing assignments. 
 
Information: I will be interviewing students at the beginning of the study. I expect the interviews to last approximately 
one hour. During the individual interviews I will ask them to share their experiences and feeling about writing, and 
especially about writing on-demand for tests. After all the students have been interviewed, I will ask them to participate 
in a group discussion. During this focus group discussion, I will ask the participants to reflect upon their experiences in 
the Writing Academy. Specifically, I will ask them to discuss what activities they felt were helpful or not helpful. 
Furthermore, I will ask them whether or not the activities that they did in the Writing Academy have had any effect on 
the way they now approach writing assignments, especially on-demand writing assignments like state test where they 
have a limited amount of time to complete a writing task.  Additionally, I will be reviewing the portfolios from the 
Writing Academy, reading and analyzing rough drafts, revision notes, and final drafts. No names of persons, schools, 
or districts will be used. 
 
Risks: Because I am a teacher at the site where I am conducting research, I am very sensitive to the need for 
confidentiality. I will discuss a summary of the results with a group of faculty, but the summary will not contain any 
names. Likewise, I will make it clear to participants when I am acting in the role of “researcher” rather than acting in 
the role of “teacher.”  
 
Benefits: This study will benefit the participants in two ways. First, students will be given an opportunity to express 
their own thoughts and views about the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test and about writing-on-demand 
assignments. Second, they will be contributing to the existing knowledge base in the field of education by providing 
information that could potentially enable teachers to improve the way they teach writing and to better prepare students 
for the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test.  
 
Confidentiality: The information in the study will be kept strictly confidential. Data will be stored securely and will be 
made available only to persons conducting the study unless you specifically give permission in writing for others to 
review the data.  No reference will be made in oral or written reports that would link your child to the study. 
 
Compensation: No participant will receive payment for participating in this study. 
 
Contact: If you have any questions about the study or procedures, you may contact the researcher, Ron Honeycutt, at 
4544 Treerose Way, Raleigh, NC or (919) 859-5336. If you feel that you or your child has not been treated fairly 
according to the descriptions in this form, or that your child’s rights as a participant have been violated during the 
course of this study, you may contact Dr. Matt Zingraff, Chair of the NCSU IRB for the Use of the Human Subjects 
Research Committee, Box 8101, NCSU Campus, Raleigh, NC  27697-8101, or at (919) 513-1834. 
 
Participation: Your child’s participation in this study is completely voluntary; you may decline to allow him/her to 
participate without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw him/her from the study at any time without 
penalty. If your child withdraws from the study before data collection is completed, his/her data will be destroyed. 
 
Consent: I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to allow my 
child to participate in this study. I have explained this study to my child, and s/he agrees to participate. 
 
Subject’s signature __________________________________ Date ________________ 
 
Parent/Guardian’s signature __________________________Date ______________ 
 
Researcher’s signature _______________________________Date ________________ 
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Informed Consent Form For Teachers 
 

Title: Associations Between Reading and Writing 
 
Researcher: Ronald Lee Honeycutt     NCSU Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Ruie Jane Pritchard 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of the study is to investigate why some good 
readers feel that they had difficulty passing the Fourth Grade Narrative Writing Test, what it is they do 
before and during writing, and how the Writing Academy influences the way they approach writing 
assignments.  
 
Information: I will be interviewing students at the beginning of the study who participated in the Writing 
Academy.  Additionally, I will be reviewing the portfolios from the Writing Academy, reading and 
analyzing rough drafts, revision notes, and final drafts. No names of persons, schools, or districts will be 
used. After I have analyzed the data and compiled a profile of good readers who are poor writers and   
synthesized the responses and critiques of the students to the overall structure of the Writing Academy, I 
will share these findings with you during a focus discussion group. During this focus discussion group, 
which I expect to last between one to one and a half hours, I will ask you to respond to the findings in light 
of your own experiences as a teacher. I will audio tape the session. 
 
Risks: Because I am a teacher at the site where I am conducting research, I am very sensitive to the need 
for confidentiality. I will not discuss the research with anyone else at the site without written permission 
from any participants. Likewise, I will make it clear to participants when I am acting in the role of 
“researcher” rather than acting in the role of “a co-teacher.”  
 
Benefits: This study will benefit the participants in three ways. First it will afford participants an 
opportunity to critique the Writing Academy. Second, participation in the focus discussion group will 
provide an open, professional forum for participants to share their own experiences about teaching writing. 
Finally, the focus discussion group will offer a collaborative route for participants to improve the school's 
writing program. 
 
Confidentiality: The information in the study will be kept strictly confidential. Data will be stored securely 
and will be made available only to persons conducting the study unless you specifically give permission in 
writing for others to review the data.  No reference will be made in oral or written reports that would link 
you to the study. 
 
Compensation: No participant will receive payment for participating in this study. 
 
Contact: If you have any questions about the study or procedures, you may contact the researcher, Ron 
Honeycutt, at 4544 Treerose Way, Raleigh, NC or (919) 859-5336. If you feel that you have not been 
treated fairly according to the descriptions in this form, or that your rights as a participant have been 
violated during the course of this study, you may contact Dr. Matt Zingraff, Chair of the NCSU IRB for the 
Use of the Human Subjects Research Committee, Box 8101, NCSU Campus, Raleigh, NC  27697-8101, or 
at (919) 513-1834. 
 
Participation: Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, you may decline to participate 
without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
If you withdraw from the study before data collection is completed, your data will be destroyed. 
 
Consent: I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to 
participate in this study. 
 
Teacher's signature _________________________________  Date ________________ 
 
Researcher’s signature _______________________________Date _______________ 
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Composing Vocabulary Used in the Writing Academy  

Fear of the blank page  being afraid to write, a fear that one does not have the 
     ability to compose a text 
 
Flow    completely being in an absorbed, positive state when 
    composing     
 
Focus Correction Areas  
(FCA’s)   the two or three critical problem areas that the student 
    concentrates on during revision and conferencing to  

improve his/her writing 
 
Got’cha moment  student slang for experiencing flow 
 
Freeze frame   describing a scene in slow motion, pointing out all the 

details of characters during one point in time– especially 
their appearance, gestures, dialogue, thoughts, etc. 

 
Honoring the process  accepting the complexity and difficulty of writing,  

remembering that writing is difficult and cannot be done 
well if the writer rushes 

 
Hushing the mind  learning to quiet negative emotions and forget about 
  past failures when writing 
 
Inner demons  memories of past failures when faced with writing  
  assignments 
 
I-itis  beginning multiple sentences with “I’ 
 
Hook  A lead sentence in the beginning paragraph of a story 
  where the writer captures/“hooks” the readers’ attention, 
  teasing the readers  so they will want to continue reading  
  the story 
 
Key concept  the main idea, emotion, or purpose for telling the story 
  that matches the context/directions in the writing prompt 
 
 
La-La Land  a euphemism for daydreaming and being off-task 
 
Long-term writing project a synonym for completing a writing assignment by going  
  through the writing process of planning, drafting, revising, 
  conferencing, revising, and publishing 
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Portfolio  a collection/sample of students’ writings 
 
Six Traits (6Traits)  a scoring guide/ or method of assessment where a piece of      

writing is evaluated based on the quality of the ideas, 
organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency, and 
conventions 

 
Sloppy copies  rough drafts of stories or scenes 
 
Story grammar  the elements/structure of a story – characters, setting, plot, 

theme, attempt(s), and resolution 
 
Then-itis  overusing the word “then” as a transition word 
 
Voice  the presence of the writer is on the page and evidenced  
  through the tone, vocabulary, and expressions/actions 
  of the characters; when the reader can imagine the writer 
  telling this story in person  
 
“WOW” moment  synonym for a single, clear event or moment in time  
                                                around which a story can be built   
 

Writing from the heart - 
then from the head  a metaphor for ignoring lower transcription issues such as 

spelling, grammar, and vocabulary when composing a 
rough draft; learning to write a first draft by focusing only 
on getting down the main ideas of a story  

 
Writing on-demand  writing that is assigned in class and timed; writing tests 
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Mini-Lesson Topics in the Writing Academy 
 

1. Introduction to the Writing Academy and the writing workshop format 
2. Focus Correction Areas (FCA’s) 
3. Word processing and composing 
4. Formatting narrative documents 
5. Features of personal narratives 
6. Planning a story – the importance of modeling various prewriting/planning 

strategies 
7. Using prewriting to guide drafting and weaving in the “key concept” throughout 

the story 
8. Studying and learning to improve writing using models 
9. Creating and using paragraphs to help tell the story and stay on track 
10. Drafting and self-regulation strategies 
11. Dealing with writer’s block 
12. The “WOW” moment 
13. Creating a “WOW” moment when you can’t think of one 
14. Rules and tips for conferencing 
15. Peer conferencing strategies 
16. Creating reflective endings in personal narratives 
17. Features of imaginative narratives 
18. Creating and developing characters 
19. Keeping imaginative narratives focused 
20. Using dialogue 
21. Literary license – adding, exaggeration, hyperbole 
22. Creative and varied beginnings in a story 
23. Creating conflict and problems in imaginative narratives 
24. Using flashbacks and flash forwards 
25. Creating a “Hook”  - getting the reader hooked on a story at the very beginning 
26. Creating endings for imaginative narratives 
27. Creating voice in writing 
28. Tone and mood in a story 
29. Figurative language 
30. On-demand writing strategies – modeling planning, drafting, & revision 
31. Interpreting and correctly addressing a prompt 
32. Adding relevant details 
33. Sentence combining – creative ways to play with words and sentences 
34. Creating the element of surprise 
35. Developing and describing a scene 
36. Revising strategies – adding, moving, replacing, and deleting 
37. Avoiding intensifiers and qualifiers 
38. Word choice 
39. Editing strategies 
40. Name changes and playing with names 
41. Transitions 
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42. Imitating someone else’s ideas 
43. Sentence fluency – variety is the spice of life 
44. Adapting previously written stories to fit a prompt 
45. Dealing with fear and stress when writing on-demand 
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Writer Self-Perception Scale 

Listed below are statements about writing. Please read each statement carefully. Then circle the letters that 
show how much you agree or disagree with the statement. Use the following scale: 
 
 SA = Strongly Agree 

 A = Agree 

 U = Undecided 

 D= Disagree 

 SD = Strongly Disagree 

1.   I write better than other kids in my class. SA A U D UD 

2.   I like how writing makes me feel. SA A U D UD 

3.   Writing is easier for me than it used to be. SA A U D UD 

4.   When I write, my organization is better than SA A U D UD 
       the other kids in my class. 
 
5.    People in my family think I am a good writer. SA A U D UD 

6.    I am getting better at writing. SA A U D UD 

7.    When I write, I feel calm. SA A U D UD 

8.    My writing is more interesting than my classmates’ SA A U D UD 
       writing. 
 
9.    My teacher thinks my writing is fine. SA A U D UD 

10.  Other kids think I am a good writer. SA A U D UD 

11.  My sentences and paragraphs fit together as well SA A U D UD 
       as my classmates’ sentences. 
 
12.  I need less help to write well than I used to. SA A U D UD 

13.  People in my family think I write pretty well SA A U D UD 

14.  I write better than I could before. SA A U D UD 

15.  I think I am a good writer. SA A U D UD 

16.  I put my sentences together in a better order than  SA A U D UD 
       the other kids. 
 
17.  My writing has improved. SA A U D UD 

18.  My writing is better than before. SA A U D UD 
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19.  It’s easier to write well now than it used to be. SA A U D UD 

20.  The organization of my writing has really improved. SA A U D UD 

21.  The sentences I use in my writing stick to the topic SA A U D UD 
       more than the ones the other kids use. 
 
22.  The words that I use in my writing are better than the SA A U D UD 
       ones I used before. 
 
23.  I write more often than other kids. SA A U D UD 

24.  I am relaxed when I write. SA A U D UD 

25.  My descriptions are more interesting than before. SA A U D UD 

26.  The words I use in my writing are better than the SA A U D UD 
       ones other kids use. 
 
27.  I feel comfortable when I write. SA A U D UD 

28.  My teacher thinks I am a good writer. SA A U D UD 

29.  My sentences stick to the topic better now. SA A U D UD 

30.  My writing seems to be more clear than my  SA A U D UD 
       classmates’ writing. 
 
31.  When I write, the sentences and paragraphs SA A U D UD 
       fit together better than they used to. 
 
32.  Writing makes me feel good. SA A U D UD 

33.  I can tell that my teacher thinks my writing is fine. SA A U D UD 

34.  The order of my sentences makes better sense now. SA A U D UD 

35.  I enjoy writing. SA A U D UD 

36.  My writing is more clear than it used to be. SA A U D UD 

37.  My classmates would say I write well. SA A U D UD 

38.  I choose the words I use in my writing more SA A U D UD 
       carefully now. 
 

 

Source: Bottomley, D. M., Henk, W. A., & Melnick, S. A. (1997/998). Assessing children’s views about 
themselves as writers using the Writer Self-Perception Scale. The Reading Teacher, 51(4), 286 – 295. 
Note: At the end of the article, the authors grant permission for the test to be copied and/or reproduced. 


