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Achieving Writing Proficiency
The Research on Practice, Feedback, and Revision

Becoming a successful writer is crucial to a student’s overall trajectory in
school, work, and citizenship. Learned across a lifetime, the act of writing
offers us opportunities to express and to argue, to entertain and to
inform. Even before the adoption of the Common Core State Standards,
our students’ writing had been a matter of national attention; writing
proficiency remains an elusive goal for most students, with only 27% of
students scoring Proficient and just over 50% writing at a Basic level.(1)

Because writing enables success in all academic areas and prepares students for college, career,
and life, it remains one of the most important elements of K-12 education.(2) A 2004 survey of
120 American corporations described writing as a “threshold skill,” with half of them using writing
performance as a consideration in hiring and promotion. In the 13 years since that report, even
more businesses have placed an increased value on the quality of their employees’ writing.(3)

We know that students must practice writing with adequate support and mentorship. We also
know that targeted feedback leads students to revise with intention, a key component of
achieving growth and proficiency. Thus, we have designed Writable - a web-based program - to
be mindful of the needs of students as they learn to write as well as to support the teachers who
guide them.

With an instructional design derived from numerous research reports, academic articles, and
professional books - as well as the empirical evidence based on pilot studies conducted over the
2016-2017 school year, Writable is built on three interwoven principles:
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With Writable, teachers can enact a student-centered, growth-oriented approach to writing
instruction. Let’s explore what we know about how to drive growth in students’ writing using
evidence-based best practices and how Writable helps teachers and students achieve these
goals.
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1. Scaffolded practice connects
instruction to feedback.

During the writing process, students must engage in a multi-step process requiring
them to use many skills simultaneously throughout goal-setting, planning, drafting,
evaluating, revising, and editing. Dr. Gary Troia of Michigan State University
recommends that writing should be taught in all subject areas, and, on the whole, for
at least one hour per day. “The belief is that writing affords students extended
opportunities to think about, manipulate, and transform ideas and reflect on their
existing knowledge, beliefs, and confusions,” states Troia. Youth who cannot
effectively convey thoughts and ideas through writing are more likely to receive
lower grades.(4)
“Writing affords
students extended When learning how to write, students must study mentor texts to understand the
opportunities specific craft moves that highly-skilled authors make in their work. Additionally, they
to think about, must have ample opportunities to practice writing themselves. As Troia notes, this
includes both writing activities that tie strongly to ELA instruction and practice, such
as literary analysis and writing in response to reading, as well as writing that
supports content knowledge. Additionally, students need to summarize and
synthesize ideas from various sources, building their capacity to write for different
audiences and purposes.

manipulate, and
tfransform ideas
and reflect on
their existing
knowledge, beliefs,

and confusions.” In their meta-analysis of successful writing instructional practices, Dr. Steve Graham

and Dr. Dolores Perin demonstrated that explicit instruction in “writing strategies,

which involves teaching students strategies for planning, revising, and editing their

Dr. Gary Troia, compositions”(5) had the most significant effect on students’ performance as writers.

Michigan State University  The strategies can be highly specific such as teaching students effective ways to
organize and write an essay. Or, the strategies can be more transferable such as
guiding them with a mnemonic device for planning their work. Providing students
with a variety of opportunities for scaffolded practice - at all stages of the writing
process - is essential as they develop robust skills that can transfer across a variety
of writing contexts.
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As demonstrated by the experiences of athletes, artists, actors, and other
performers, practice is essential in the development of expertise.(6) The same goes
for the skill of writing, in which sustained, on-going practice requires careful
attention to instruction in the classroom as well as the feedback that we provide to
our writers. Put another way, Greenwald et al. found that students in grades 8 and 12
“who were always asked to write more than one draft of a paper had higher average
scale scores than did their peers who were sometimes or never asked to do so”.(7) To
become better writers, quite simply, students need to write and they need to be
supported throughout the process of writing.
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Writable on Scaffolded Practice

Beginning with the foundational work of Lev Vygotsky, who described the “zone of proximal
development” as the space where learners are able to accomplish more with the support of
knowledgeable peers, educators have relied on instructional scaffolding.(8) Guided practice
is a powerful form of learning, and writing proficiency, with support, grows over time.
Writable provides the structures that students need to become successful writers.
Acknowledging that writing proficiency enables academic and personal success across
many contexts, Writable creates opportunities for teachers in Language Arts or any content
area to choose and implement instructional routines for writing and provides the structures
that students need to become successful writers.

Writable allows teachers to scaffold writing practice by:

Choosing from a set of genre-based assignments and standards-based rubric sets.
Teachers can assign writing practice that includes effective prompts, guiding criteria,
models of sample writing, differentiated scaffolding for any student performance level,
and opportunities for peer and self review.

Monitoring measurable data during the writing process. Teachers can view real-time
analytics from students as writers and as reviewers, noting strengths and weaknesses
through ongoing, formative assessment. Additional scaffolds can be added to a whole
class or a smaller group of writers based on key insights gained throughout the writing
process.

Applying differentiation to any assignment. Teachers can change the overall structure of
an assignment for different levels of writers, or go further to add personalized follow-up or

supporting materials for review.
. ]
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2. Better feedback drives revision.

Though providing guided writing practice is critical, the act of writing, in and of
itself, is not enough. Providing feedback to peers and asking students to reflect on
their own writing are additional methods required for improving their writing
performance.

As noted previously, Vygotsky’s work is foundational in demonstrating that people

“Studies learn best when teaching others what they know. Assessing one’s own writing - and
demonstrated providing feedback to their peers - both move students forward as writers. In order
that both self- to be most useful to a learner, Dr. Grant Wiggins and Dr. Gregory Cizek suggest that
and peer- the feedback students receive - as a key component of formative assessment -
groding must be goal-referenced, tangible and transparent, actionable, user-friendly, timely,
positively ongoing, and consistent. (9)

affected

subsequen‘r In addition, feedback should help students develop self-regulatory skills so they can
achievement learn about their own learning. “When students have the metacognitive skills of self-
performonce.” assessment,” argue John Hattie and Helen Timperley, “they can evaluate their levels

of understanding, their effort and strategies used on tasks, their attributions and
opinions of others about their performance, and their improvement in relation to
their goals and expectations.”(10)

Dr. Carmen Sanchez, et al.,
Duke University

Graham and Perin also discuss the necessity of targeted feedback to guide students
in the use of key writing strategies, saying: “Writing improves when teachers and
peers provide students with feedback about the effectiveness of their writing.”(11)
The processes of engaging in self-assessment and peer feedback activates
metacognition.

Students think about their own thinking too, as they identify successful traits in the
writing of others. And, as documented nearly 30 years ago by Wang, Haertel, &
Walberg, “Metacognition has been suggested to be the most powerful predictor of
learning.”(12) By tying targeted feedback to specific writing strategies, teachers can
emphasize the skills that students need in their journey to writing proficiency.

Finally, related to the impact of peer and self review, Dr. Carmen Sanchez et al.
concludes that “studies demonstrated that both self- and peer-grading positively
affected subsequent achievement performance”. In short, peer review - when done
well - can make a significant difference in students’ writing. (See “Peer Review as a
Proven Approach for Writing Gains” on next page).
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Peer Review as a Proven Approach for Writing Gains

Though Vygotsky long ago argued for the power of learning from peers, debates
about the effectiveness of collaboration have continued for decades. Many
educators, dissuaded by unsuccessful attempts to have their students review one
another’s writing, turned away from the practice. Recent research, however, sheds
light on how effective peer feedback can be for both the writer and the reviewer.

In a 2017 meta-analysis of 33 articles that studied the effects of self- and peer-grading in 3rd
through 12th grade classrooms, Dr. Carmen E. Sanchez of Duke University and her colleagues
noted that “recent educational reform has emphasized a participatory and collaborative
culture of learning in the classroom.”(13) They go on to document a number of ways in which
students are invited to judge their own and peers’ work, suggesting that “peer-grading...
provides an opportunity to inform students of shortcomings of which they might have been
previously unaware.” In other words, students are well-suited to provide feedback to others.
(13) In conclusion, Sanchez et al. reported that, “studies demonstrated that both self- and
peer-grading positively affected subsequent achievement performance.”(13)

In order to reach this level of success for peer review, teachers must provide adequate
instructional scaffolding and clear criteria. Students, in most classroom contexts, are not
accustomed to being evaluators. In reporting on their 2016 study of college students using
“calibrated peer-review,” Dr. Edward Price et al. argue that “successful implementation (of
peer review) required prompts and evaluation questions that were highly structured and
specific.” (14) They go on to show that teachers must “frame and motivate the tasks in the
context of the curricular goals, as well as provide frequent and detailed guidance to students
on how to complete the CPR (calibrated peer review) tasks.”(14)

In short, peer review is highly useful - both for the reviewer and the person receiving the
feedback - but only when implemented intentionally.
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Writable on Feedback & Peer Review

—
Building on theoretical and empirical work that shows how peers can help one another grow
through the process of giving and receiving feedback, Writable uses instructional scaffolding to
guide students through a cycle of anonymous peer review. Writable’s review is structured
around skill-based rubrics and standards, and it therefore drives effective self-reflection,
motivation, and an authentic purpose for writing. By recognizing how writers approach similar
tasks, students engaged in peer review will be able to internalize the criteria for high quality
writing and integrate those criteria into their own writing. According to Tsivitanidou, Zacharias,
and Hovardas (2011), “as students apply assessment criteria, (during the revision process), they
develop a clearer conception of the assessed material because of increased exposure to it.”(15)

In Writable, peer review is always calibrated against two sources: 1) by the group of other
anonymous peer reviewers, each guided by the same structured rubric used in self- and teacher
assessment, and 2) the teacher, who can jump into the feedback process at any time to model,
guide, or differentiate. Teachers’ feedback is considered of primary importance, and one piece
of feedback from a teacher can guide both student writers and reviewers. As Sanchez et al’s
research indicates, feedback scores from peers are “highly correlated with expert scores and the
average weighted peer scores were statistically equivalent to expert scores.”(16)

Writable also allows students to reflect on their own work through built-in self review. We know,
from Graham and Hebert (2011), that “when students are taught how fo self-grade their own
work, scores improved by .46 standard deviations...” and “self-assessment is an evidence-based
practice for improving the writing of American students”.(17)

Writable helps students improve as writers by structuring feedback in a variety of forms by:

Providing students with feedback that is specific, aligned to goals, timely, easy-to-
use, and accessible. Making rubrics transparent, understandable, and available to students

helps them to understand their learning goals and objectives, encouraging them to take
ownership of their learning.

Focusing students on meta-cognitive behaviors and encouraging them to think
about the strategies they use, as writers. By using standards-aligned rubrics to guide
their peer-reviews and self-assessments, students employ metacognition, asking
themselves about their own strengths and needs as writers, and thinking

about their strategies as learners.

Guiding students with a process of focused
and calibrated peer review. Student-friendly
rubrics, sentence stems, and point-of-use
fraining in giving constructive feedback all
develop students’ ability to offer targeted
peer review.

Take Action
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3. Better revision drives growth.

Any teacher who has asked a student to revise his or her writing - or has had to revise
his or her own writing - understands the gravity of the task. Revision is difficult, yes,
but can be an engaging, meaningful, and even fun process.

However, students are usually faught fo see revision as a process of merely editing
for errors, not as a way to literally re-envision their work. In her groundbreaking 1980
article, “Revision Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers,” Nancy
Sommers argued that, “it is not that students are unwilling to revise, but rather that
they do what they have been taught to do in a consistently narrow and predictable
way.”(18) Until instructional practices change and we treat - and teach - the revision
process with the same disposition as professional writers do, significant changes in
both students’ revision and growth will not occur.

“When students
receive feedback
after an

: . In order to develop their overall proficiency as writers - and to improve specific
OSSIgﬂmeﬂT IS

pieces of writing - students must engage in a substantive revision process. Dr. George

already Hillocks’ research demonstrates that good writers are both able to identify the
completed, they qualities of good writing in the work of others (declarative knowledge of writing), and
have no . they are able to employ writing strategies that emulate these qualities in their own
opporfunity to compositions (procedural knowledge of writing).(19) Guided by feedback from
CICTUCIHy use the teachers - and, with appropriate scaffolding, their peers - writers are able to identify
feedback to specific strategies and gauge the effectiveness of their writing upon an audience.
revise their work...

revision allows According to Dr. Walter Kintsch (20), skilled revisers develop a macrostructure of the
individuals to text they are revising and consider large sections of text as they work, whereas less
close the feedback skilled revisers edit their work in a word-by-word manner. It’s critical for students to
cycle.” understand that deep revision requires more than simple surface-level editing. They

must see that writers play with word choice and punctuation, as well as with the order

of ideas, the amount of detail, and the overall organization of a piece of writing. More

Dr. Royce Sadler, recently, the field of composition has looked at ways to foster “habits of mind” in

University of Queensland writers such as creativity, persistence, and flexibility - skills that are transferable to
other contexts.(21)
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Highlighting the importance of timely feedback mentioned above, Dr. Royce Sadler
argues that, “When students receive feedback after an assignment is already
completed, they have no opportunity to actually use the feedback to revise their work.
This is detrimental because students miss out on the learning involved in revision.”
Instead, he suggests, “revising allows individuals fo close the feedback cycle.“(22)
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Writable on Revision

—

Writable provides writers - as well as teachers - with the opportunity to see the revision process
in a transparent manner. What is usually made known through a feature like “track changes” in a
word processor is amplified in Writable through a powerful dashboard that documents specific
strategies that the writer has attempted. Students can monitor their writing and review progress
in terms of goal overall goals and current scores. Morever, they can receive both rubric-driven
and open-ended feedback from other reviewers, as well as look back on their own revision
history.

Writable goes beyond making revision progress more visible: it also uses a combination of
feedback types - specifically feacher-guided, peer-to-peer, and student self-assessment - to
drive substantive revision. Writable allows the writer to create a revision goal, and this is done
contextually af the moment they begin revision.

The writer “likes” (or selects) the piece of feedback - at the sub-skill level - that he or she will act
on, thereby making revision decisions metacognitive. The cycle then positively rewards the
contributing reviewer for a well-structured comment, while allowing a revision to be judged with
the writer’s goal in mind. Writers have a single, consistent, student-centric list of criteria, as well
as rubric descriptions to help them spot the gaps between where their writing is today and where
it needs to go next.

The process of revision is celebrated as ongoing and essential for students; they continue to be
motivated to write for an anonymous audience of their peers, not just for a final grade in the
gradebook. Writable offers teachers the ability to “spotlight” or model instruction in a single click,
saving valuable time by allowing them to showcase examples of successful review and revision.
Writable promotes writing growth by providing multiple opportunities for revision by:

Driving focused revisions through rubric-directed, anonymous peer review. The awareness
that their writing will be reviewed by their peers provides students with an authentic purpose
for writing and drives greater interest and participation in the revision process.

Making revision more accessible and actionable. Multiple feedback types, including self-
assessments, calibrated peer reviews, and comparison to mentor texts all help make the
revision process and next steps more transparent.

Promoting revisions as a meaningful
part of the writing process. Engaging
students in the writing process helps
students realize that substantive revision
is a core part of writing, as important as —_—
brainstorming, drafting, or editing.
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“Helping these
young people

to write clearly,
logically, and
coherently about
ideas, knowledge,
and views will
expand their access
to higher
education, give
them an edge for
advancement

in the workforce,
and increase the
likelihood they will
actively participate
as citizens of a
literate society.”

I
N

Graham and Perin,
writing Next

10 CONCLUSION

From Research to Practice.

Practice. Feedback. Revision. These strategies all drive student writing proficiency.
With an emphasis on standards-driven writing practice in ELA and content area
classrooms, a focus on delivering targeted feedback - from teacher, peer, and
self-review - and finally, an emphasis on high-quality revision that leads to
metacognition and growth, Writable takes these principles supported in the
research and makes them accessible to feachers and students through three
overarching principles:

1. Writers need scaffolded practice that connects instruction to feedback:
Writing practice is important to ELA and content area proficiency, and is most

effective when it extends directly from instruction. Writing growth happens when
students get ongoing support that is personalized to their needs - and prepares
them to develop their voices as writers, both inside and outside of the classroom.

2. Better feedback inspires writers toward revision: Feedback should be
targeted and aimed at meeting students where they are as writers, with the end
goal of driving substantive revision. Feedback is most effective when it’s
connected to instruction, and put into context for students in a way that combines
teacher-, peer-, and self-review. The act of reviewing helps students build
metacognition that drives additional reflection of key writing skills and gains in
proficiency; the act of being reviewed by an authentic audience drives purpose
and a more successful push into high-quality revision.

3. Better revision leads to a writer’s growth: Revision should be tied to

both self-assessment and targeted feedback received from others. Revision is
most effective when it’s viewed as holistic, incorporated in the earliest stages,
and emphasized as both an outcome and a confributor to the writing process.

Writable has not been designed as a self-paced, computer-assisted alternative to
teacher-led instruction, nor as an automated essay evaluation service. Instead,
Writable builds upon the principles of high-quality writing instruction, and helps
teachers in grades 3-12 take a practical approach to the task of facilitating well-
structured, timely, authentic review and revision in their classrooms.

Based on a foundation of teacher feedback, peer review, and student self-
assessment, Writable provides a robust system to support writing, review and
revision. As the past president of the National Council of English, Carol Jago, has
argued “students need to write more than any teacher could possibly read”(23),
and Writable helps teachers make this goal achievable for students of all abilities
and backgrounds.
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