
Over the past few years, the North Carolina State Writing Assessment has been evolving.  When the Department of Public Instruction began its writing assessment the 1983-1984 school year tests were administered for students in grades six and nine.  However, during the 1995-1996 school year the assessed grade levels changed to fourth, seventh, and tenth and have since remained the same.  During the 2001-2002 school year when students in grades 4, 7, and 10 were given the writing assessment, something went wrong. Once the assessments were scored, state officials noticed a significant decrease in scores (specifically in fourth grade writing) and delayed releasing the scores until the possibility of testing irregularities was determined.  Previously, during the 2000-2001 school year, 68.8% of fourth graders passed the state writing assessment: however, when the scores were released for the 2001-2002 year, only 46.8 % of fourth graders passed.  This twenty-two-point drop did not match the pattern of steady incline the state’s prior fourth graders had experienced  

This drop in fourth grade scores not only alarmed teachers, administrators, and state officials, but parents as well.  Many people offered reasons why the slump occurred.  Some educators thought the test was flawed in some way; some believed the writing prompt was not developmentally appropriate; others thought the wording of the prompt may have been confusing; and some believed that the scores reflected the use of personal versus imaginative narrative (see attached table).  Teachers blamed the state officials and state officials tended to blame the teachers or the students.  Lou Fabrizio, the testing director for North Carolina Department of Public Instruction said, “The only thing that we can come up with is that the kids didn’t write well this year.”  

     Regardless of the real reason for the drop in fourth grade writing test scores, North Carolina Department of Public Instruction decided not to include writing scores in the calculations to determine which schools and teachers would receive ABC bonus money for the 2001-2002 school year.  Typically, in years past, writing scores were computed with math and reading scores to determine a school’s performance and showed which students performed at or above grade level.  Since 2002, the writing scores have continued not to be included in the school performance formula.  This school year (2004-2005) was supposed to be the projected year where writing scores would be included in school performance percentages.  However, in their February meeting, less than a month from the state writing test, the State Board of Education voted not to include writing scores for this school year in school accountability performance percentages to determine ABC bonuses.  

Most recently, assessment scoring has changed on the North Carolina Writing Assessment.  In 2003-2004 North Carolina implemented an analytical scoring model.  Now it is possible for a paper to receive scores ranged from 4-20.  Those scores are then placed into Levels I, II, III, and IV.  Level I (well-below standard) 4-7 points, Level II (slightly below standard) 8-11 points, Level III (at standard) 12-16 points, and Level IV (well above standard) 17-20 points.  This newly adopted analytical model has two components, a 1-4 score scale for content and a 0-2 score scale for conventions.  Two assessors determine a score for each component then the two content scores are added together and multiplied by two. The two conventions scores are added together and multiplied by one.  Finally, the conventions score and the content scores are added together to determine the total writing assessment score.  (Previously, North Carolina had a holistic scoring model.  Still there were two assessors, however the respective paper was given a 1-4 for content and a +/- for conventions.  Grammar did not have as much of an impact on the score of the paper under the holistic scoring model).

  Because of the recent changes and concerns about the writing assessment in North Carolina, some school systems and schools are scrambling to create and implement either a countywide or school-wide writing plan.  Some view not including writing scores this year as an extended opportunity to prepare for when writing scores are again included.  Still others believe that teachers’ approaches to writing instruction should change to address the issues of the new analytic scoring system.


Due to the fluctuation the of writing assessment and accountability standards in North Carolina over the past three years, there has been a push within Watauga County to develop extensive writing plans to address the analytic scoring model.  With direction from our principal, teachers at Cove Creek School have begun developing a writing plan.  Dr. Sherrill, the principal, appointed three teacher leaders and facilitators to lead the faculty in the writing plan development.  He selected a K-2 representative, 3-5 representatives, and a 6-8 representative.  I served as the 3-5 area representative.  The K-2 representative, 6-8 representative, and I have been working together to help facilitate the implementation of writing strategies into our school-wide writing plan that will help improve future student writing test scores and develop consistency in writing instruction school-wide. 

II. 

Before the faculty gathered and the plan was laid out, I decided to give all K-8 teachers a survey to determine what and how writing was being taught in the grade levels.  When asked how much time they spend with writing instruction each day, teachers’ responses ranged from 20-50 minutes daily, with most teachers spending 30-45 minutes daily on writing instruction.  Teachers seemed fairly consistent when asked if they integrated writing across the curriculum, all teachers surveyed integrate writing.  Many of the teachers surveyed even explained the areas of integration. Science and social studies were most integrated with writing.  From the survey, I determined that teachers varied in how frequently they modeled writing with students.  The responses ranged from “twice a month” to “every day.”  I believe the wide range of responses is because writing has to be modeled more frequently in the younger grades (K-2) than is necessary in grades (6-8).  When asked how often teachers conference with students, some teachers conferenced with their students at least once a week; however, some teachers do not conference at all.  All teachers who responded to the writing survey said that they use graphic organizers.  Teachers noted that they used the North Carolina Standard Course of Study or county alignment documents to determine grammar that should be taught.  Grammar instruction should also be based on what students are having difficulty with in writing. 

While researching the best grammar practices I found that addressing grammar within the context of student writings the recommended way to teach grammar.  Since the new analytic scoring model has been adopted, a student’s grammar could easily make the difference between passing or not passing the writing assessment.  Therefore, based on teacher surveys I determined that grammar instruction needed to be addressed in the context of the piece to improve writing scores.  Some teachers claimed they used varying formats for writing; however, others did not really understand what a writing format is.  This area also needs to be addressed with other teachers to help provide variety in writing.  Some teachers are so focused on teaching the tested mode of writing that students are not allowed to write in a variety of modes and produce their writing in a variety of formats.  Format variety can helps students express themselves, have choice, and not be stifled to the point that they begin to dislike writing. 

While researching ways to address the new writing scoring system, and seeking strategies to help improve students’ writing assessment scores, some strategies recurred.  Writing across the curriculum; utilizing writing process; using Writer’s Workshop; teaching grammar in context; using graphic organizers to plan stories; consistent assessment practices, such as rubrics; and writing in a variety of modes and genres (NCTE).  As a facilitating group, the other teachers and I also decided to add a few other strategies including, using children’s literature as exemplar models, using a variety of writing formats, and ways to model writing.


Writer’s Workshop is a tool for writing instruction which allows the teachers to teach a mode of writing, has the students draft a piece of writing, then conference with the teacher based each student’s stage of writing development. Specific and individualized instruction is given on how the student can improve their writing.  This feedback/instruction may vary from ways to improve grammar and syntax to specific elements of mode/genre.  However, the Writer’s Workshop approach allows for flexibility.  If the teacher assesses the students’ work and determines that a large portion of the class is having difficulty in the same area of writing then the teacher may decide to teach a “mini-lesson” to the entire class.  Some research emphasized genre study within the framework of Writer’s Workshop.  Teachers can model the genre in which they require the student to write through reading instruction and modeling writing and using the story structure of a specific genre.  


Writer’s Workshop also provides a background for improving students’ grammar.  Often students have difficulty making the transition from the frozen language code of a particular group to writing using grammatical concepts of written language.  Because of this difficulty, helping students transition from the stagnant language to appropriate written language can be addressed during conferencing with student’s having difficulty in this area.  “Research strongly suggests that the most beneficial ways of helping students improve their command of grammar in writing is to use a student’s writing as the basis for discussing grammatical concepts” (Chin).  If grammar instruction can be integrated during Writer’s Workshop then students can directly apply newly learned information into their next authored piece.  Applying newly learned grammatical skills in context rather than in isolation helps students to understand the relevance of grammar in their writing.


Grammar is one of the areas of most concern that should be addressed with teachers at Cove Creek.  Because North Carolina has transitioned from a holistic system to an analytic system, teachers should place more emphasis on grammar, conventions, and syntax.  The new analytic system now addresses grammar as part of the writing score.  A paper can score 0-2 on grammar; therefore if a student does not have quality grammar skills they risk scoring at a lower performance level.  Grammar can make the difference of whether some students pass or fail.  Previously, North Carolina used a holistic scoring model where grammar and syntax received simply +/- not affecting the content score.  Therefore, grammar is a main topic to address when developing a writing plan with Cove Creek staff in order to improve writing scores.


Integrating writing across the curriculum is another key topic to address when creating a school-wide writing plan.  Writing in other subject areas helps students develop and express their ideas, which in turn encourages them make theme connections and deeper comparisons.  “The Goal is to integrate writing into the teaching of all subject areas, including science and mathematics” (Chapman).  Additionally, writing across the curriculum affords a deeper understanding of various subjects when they learn to write in those subjects.


While addressing the previous strategies to improve student writing scores, the three of us leading the writing plan discussion felt it important to use consistent scoring when dealing with writing assessment.  “Rubrics that are used for classroom assessment must present clear and consistent performance criteria in order to live up to their educational ideal…Consistency is an important technical requirement that should be considered carefully for all scoring rubrics designed or adapted for classroom use” (Tierney).  Since expectations are clearly stated within the structure of the rubric, they are perfect tools to help students understand what is expected of them regarding a certain writing task before they begin their instruction.  The other facilitators and I agreed that since North Carolina assesses writing using a rubric, the consistency of using a rubric to score student writing would be beneficial. This way, classroom teachers would assess the same way the state assesses student writing.  Consequently, students can understand what criteria they must meet in order to be proficient writer. 


Other strategies suggested for improving test scores were teaching students about a writing process and using graphic organizers as part of the prewriting process.  The writing process usually includes five accepted stages: prewriting (generating ideas, mental rehearsal for writing), drafting (writing in process), revision (additions and improvements), editing (cosmetics, error detection), and publication (public sharing of product).  Writers vacillate among the first three stages as they recognize a need to rework their written thoughts.  This particular model has been useful in aiding teachers in the instruction of writing and in assisting students in writing production.  “Not every piece of writing needs to be taken to the final stage of publication.  Teachers might focus on prewriting and prewriting and first draft, reserving the other stages for work that will be more formally evaluated” (Danielson).  When students become more familiar with the writing process then they become more likely to utilize the various steps of the writing process and therefore, become better at including the steps when they write.


During the planning stage, many teachers use graphic organizers to help students generate a new story.  The other two teacher facilitators and I decided that it was critical for teachers to understand there is a variety of graphic organizers that can be used for different writing modes.  For example, the type of graphic organizer for writing a fiction piece should have a different organizational approach than one used in planning an opinion (argumentative) paper.  An argumentative graphic organizer asks a student to state their opinion and list reasons to support that opinion, whereas a graphic organizer for writing fiction should include planning a setting, characters, plot (events), problem, and solution.  If students realize that different graphic organizers should be used based on what type of mode they are asked to write in, then maybe students can better utilize graphic organizers to aid them in planning stories. If teachers at Cove Creek can also match graphic organizers to various modes of writing, then we can create a resource of organizers that is used to teach a variety of modes.


Apart form those suggestions found in research, the facilitating group and I decided to include other strategies to help students write better.  We agreed that it is crucial to model writing with students to help them understand the writing process.  Especially when students are writing in a new mode, modeling is particularly important.  Teachers may do this in a variety of ways, including writing in a new mode as a whole group initially, then writing in small groups, then writing in pairs, until the mode has been modeled enough where the student is supported so that they can write in the new mode independently.  Once some students have grasped the techniques of a particular mode, then those pieces of writing may be used to model the new mode.  How frequently teachers model writing will depend on the grade level, those in (K-2) will model more frequently than those teachers in (6-8).


We also wanted to include using children’s literature as exemplar models of writing.  Because reading and writing are so closely related to each other, it is wise to include literature connections in all subjects including writing.  When students can see how “real” authors write and the techniques they use, then many students will attempt to model their writing after a “real author.”  Literature may be used with any of the components of writing, including grammar and conventions, content, and sentence structure.  Children’s literature can be used in so many ways to model so many various writing concepts.  For example, students can learn writing techniques that writers use to begin and end stories such as using dialogue, asking a question, etc.  Children’s literature can also serve as examples of how authors use voice or point of view.  


Finally, the other two facilitators and I decided that we would address the strategy of using various writing formats with Cove Creek teachers.  Many different formats are available to help students create different writing samples.  For example, students may decide to use formats for their writing products such as invitations, newspaper want ads, newsletters, brochures, Power-Point presentations, movie reviews, newspaper headlines and stories, cartoon strips, etc.  By allowing students to produce writing samples in a variety of formats, teachers can give students a choice and break up the monotony that students often associate with writing.

After the results of the survey were determined, and the other teachers and I decided what strategies and steps would help guide teachers in the development of a school-wide writing plan.  As members of the facilitating group, we decided the necessary steps to begin creating a writing plan.  

1.  Grade level teachers should meet to look at curriculum (NCSCOS) and alignment documents which are board approved policies, to be implemented in the classrooms, teachers were asked to use the materials to complete the created template (See attached template). 

2.  Teachers will then use the information to develop grade level expectations.  

3.  After grade level expectations are developed teachers should meet with the grade level above and the grade level below theirs to discuss expectations and to make adjustments as needed.  

4.  With the information gathered thus far then grade levels should meet to develop a yearlong plan for writing, using the expectations as a guide.

5.  Finally, grade level spans meet K-2, 3-5, 6-8 to ensure that there is flow and consistency to the Cove Creek Writing Plan.




 

  At the first writing meeting, we asked all teachers to bring a copy of their English-Language Arts Curriculum and their area alignment document.  The other lead teachers and I discussed the purpose of developing a school-wide writing plan with the teachers.  We communicated with teachers and explained that a school-wide writing plan would help to create consistency in writing instruction with the ultimate goal of raising our writing test scores.  We provided each teacher with a list of the steps that we were going through in order to achieve a final writing plan as our goal.  Before the teachers broke into grade levels to complete their template, we explained what each of the terms meant and provided each teacher with a template to record the information for their respective grade levels.  On the bottom of the template a brief explanation of each term is included.  Using these writing terms allowed all teachers to become acquainted with the same vocabulary and allowed for easier discussion.  The other two lead teachers and I then joined various grade level groups to add or clarify topics in their discussions.

Step two of our development process required the teachers to use the previously recorded information on the template to develop grade level expectations.  We asked that teachers think about what is developmentally appropriate in writing at their grade level throughout the year and determine what they expect each student to learn when developing their expectations.

At the end of step two of the development process teachers were ready to meet with the grade level above and the grade level below to determine expectations and to make adjustments as needed.  In this phase of the process we encouraged teachers to ask questions such as, “What do expect your students to know about the components of writing before they reach your classroom?  What does the next grade up expect you to have taught about writing before students are promoted?  Have you adequately prepared your students for those expectations?  If not what can you do differently to prepare them?”  The meetings required of steps two and three helped teachers begin to create a dialogue about writing across grade levels. In some cases, this had never happened before.  Having teachers communicate their expectations for students helps create writing instruction consistency throughout the school.

Before teachers embarked on step four of the Writing Plan development process, the other two lead teachers and I created a list of strategies that teachers should consider adding to their writing program.  These strategies were based on the latest research on how to improve writing test scores.  The provided strategy list asked teachers to include the following concepts in the process of developing a yearlong writing plan:

1. How do you assess each mode of writing?

2. Do you use rubrics in your assessment?

3. How can you integrate writing into other subject areas?

4. How can you involve parents in the writing process?

5. Do you use graphic organizers in the planning process of writing?

6. Do you use literature links to teach writing?

7. Do you teach grammar as part of writing or is it a separate subject?

We asked teachers to bring examples of different modes of writing they incorporated, graphic organizers to be shared, and at least two new literature links connected to writing to the next writing meeting.  In my opinion, step four is one of the largest chunks of the process of developing a writing plan.  Due to this, I thought that many teachers might feel overwhelmed by what was being asked of them so I created a writing resource link to include on our Cove Creek School website. (See attached)  Within this web page, I divided the links into four sections, a general writing section, grammar, rubrics, and graphic organizers.  I also assembled examples of literature connections and provided teachers with many teacher writing resource guides and black lines.  I felt that providing teachers with some support might make step four less overwhelming. 

Our school has not completed step five; however I anticipate that it will be one of the easiest steps because most of the hard work is completed.  Step five will serve as the revision process before Cove Creek’s writing plan is published and implemented into our School Improvement Plan.


III.


In conclusion, conducting an action research plan was incredibly insightful process.

Before I began this project, my understanding of why writing scores had not been included in the state’s formula to determine which schools and staff received ABC bonuses was a little fuzzy.  I also gained a deeper understanding of the new analytic writing scoring model and the impact that the change in scoring model could have on student writing scores.  Even though my knowledge of some concepts were lacking, I believe that my principal chose me as one of the three teacher facilitators because I had a good grasp on the process and ideas for organization to achieve the goal of creating a school-wide writing plan.  I also have extensive knowledge concerning specific writing strategies for instruction from kindergarten through eighth grade.  However, through completing this research process, I was able to connect the implementation of the new analytic scoring model, to researching the most effective ways to teach grammar. Since the new analytic model incorporates grammar into the total score, students can pass or fail a writing test depending on their grammar skills.  The other facilitating group members and I also decided to address other writing strategies in creating a school-wide writing plan.  For example, including writing across the curriculum; using the writing process; using Writer’s Workshop; using graphic organizers to plan stories; consistent assessment practices (such as rubrics); teaching a variety of modes and genres; using children’s literature as exemplar models, using a variety of writing formats, and ways to model writing.

Because of this major influence that grammar plays in the new scoring model, I felt it extremely important to focus on grammar strategies. After identifying the area that needed to be addressed; writing test scores-I realized that this project was going to be challenging.  As I continued with the Improving Writing Scores Action Research Project and began to implement it at Cove Creek School, I found that teachers seemed to respond better to strategies for improving writing test scores and developing a school-wide plan, when the strategies were supported with research and resources.  Through leading the other teachers through the steps of creating a school-wide writing plan, I believe that teachers have become more familiar with what is expected in writing from their students at the particular grade level they are teaching.  Now teachers are using common writing terms and strategies when discussing writing.  
I am so excited that I have helped create a dialogue among the teachers.  My hope is that by leading the teachers through the process of developing a writing plan we create more consistency in writing instruction and strategies at Cove Creek School, thereby raising writing test scores.  I feel it is also important to include strategies that break the monotony of writing. So many teachers only teach the mode of writing that is going to be tested whether by the county or the state.  The same mode day after day causes students to shut down and dislike writing.  By exposing teachers to other writing modes and formats, hopefully they will implement strategies in their classrooms  Perhaps students will be more likely to retain a positive attitude toward writing while learning ways to improve their performance on writing assessments. But most importantly, I hope they will use writing to as a tool to express themselves.
