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Description of Teaching Context
For the 2006/2007 school year, I have been working as a student teaching intern at
Panorama Village Elementary School in Boalsburg, PA. This building, within the State College
Area School District, is a K-3 elementary school, and I am interning in one of two 2nd grade
classrooms. Except for our room, all of the primary-grade classrooms are in a “cluster” setting,
where there are accordion-style wall dividers and a small communal area joining all of these
classrooms. We, however, are located in the hallway with the 3rd grade classes, who do not share
the same curricular unit structure that we do in the primary grades.
Our class currently consists of 22 students: 12 girls and 10 boys. One girl left the class
within the first month of school; a boy from the Netherlands joined the class shortly thereafter
and then left during Thanksgiving break. There are currently three students in our class whose
families speak another language besides English at home and who are first-generation
Americans. These students consist of a boy whose family is from Korea, a boy whose family is
from Russia, and a girl whose family is from the Middle East. These students’ parents use the
Korean, Russian, and Farsi languages, respectively. We have one Asian-American girl in our
class whose father speaks Japanese. We also have one African-American girl in our class. She
and the other 17 Anglo-American students in our classroom all speak English as a primary
language.
There is a broad range of family structures in our classroom. A few students live with
single parents, switch between the homes of two parents, and/or have another relative as a
guardian. The African-American girl in my class lives with an adoptive family. The rest of the
students in our class live with both biological parents and most have siblings varying in age from
6 months to 25 years old. The socioeconomic status (SES) of our students also varies

considerably. Some parents are coaches or instructors at Penn State University and have a very
high SES. A handful of students, particularly the ones living in non-traditional family settings,
have a low SES.
A large number of students in our class receive varying types of support services
throughout the day and/or week. There are three girls in our class who receive Title I reading
instruction for 30 minutes every day. Our student whose first language is Russian receives 25
minutes of daily English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction. On a weekly basis, four to five
students are selected to receive math enrichment for 30 minutes. This selection is determined by
a combination of student achievement and recognized student potential based on the current
math topic. Three students receive 30 minutes of speech/communication support services two
times per week. Two of our students have behavior management plans suited to their individual
needs. One of our students is diagnosed as “Asperger’s-Autism;” he receives daily support from
a therapeutic support service provider (TSS) and specialized instruction with a learning support
teacher at least twice each day and during his physical education period.
In order to build a sense of community in our room and throughout the primary-grade
division, we have morning meetings every day to greet students and share an oral review of the
schedule, a primary gathering on Thursday afternoons to enrich and supplement unit lessons, and
a Friday afternoon meeting to recap highlights of the week.
My mentor instructor and I work hard to achieve balanced groups with both student
leaders and students in need of support, as well as with high achieving and low achieving
students, as we have found that leadership skills and achievement levels are not often as highly
correlated as one may expect. Our classroom uses homogeneous grouping for literature
instruction, with a four-group rotation. During math lessons, students work independently or in

heterogeneous pairs. For science and social studies lessons, students are often put into
heterogeneous groups of three to four students. Students usually work independently on writing
and spelling assignments. Through observing all of these student groupings, I have come to
some surprising realizations—not the least of which is that students’ writing achievement seems
to have little correlation with their reading or math performance scores. Although all of the
students who are exceptionally strong in reading demonstrate strengths in math, and most
students who exceed benchmark levels in reading are working at or above benchmark levels in
math, not all of these students are achieving in writing at a rate that correlates with their other
areas of academic achievement.

Rationale
After sifting through the questions I developed while I started to think about inquiry, I
decided to conduct an investigation into student writing in my second grade classroom. With the
use of thematic units and the math Investigations curriculum, students are required to use writing
to explain their thinking and reasoning. In our classroom, the students work to develop
reflections on and comparisons of literature on a weekly basis. I have noticed that, despite many
students performing at or above grade level benchmarks on running records and vocabulary
inventories, some students struggle much more than expected with their expository writing. I
often find that these students are generally able to articulate their thoughts and responses to
prompts in math, science, and literature verbally without much confusion or hesitation, but are
then unable to write out their ideas. Sometimes they find writing in complete sentences to be too
tedious; often they are so distracted with spellings that they lose their train of thought;

occasionally they opt to dwell on other non-writing assignments as a form of procrastination; and
other times they focus upon the appearance of their work and not the content.
After working closely with our students in the Title I reading program, I began to notice
some specific problem areas in writing and the students’ thought processes that accompanied
these problems. Because of this awareness, I found it to be extremely rewarding to all parties
when we were able to work together with techniques that gave them a positive and productive
work time. This means that they maintain an optimistic attitude about their work and use a work
rate that helps them produce the highest quality of work based on their abilities. But, because it
was not only our Title I students who struggle with writing, I decided to look for patterns in
performance and achievement levels across the board with writing in my classroom. I wanted to
do this so that I could develop teaching strategies that support and encourage students to make
meaningful progress in terms of writing proficiency.

Wonderings and Questions
What issues may be impacting my students’ proficiency in expository writing, and how can I
provide additional support for them?
1. What does current research suggest about students’ expository writing at this age?
2. What is the impact on expository writing of making unit-specific vocabulary more
accessible to my students?
3. Are there any correlations between writing achievement and students’ genders?
4. How might the nature of a writing assignment affect performance in writing?

Inquiry vs. Project
I began this semester with many observations of unique situations in my class—some
problematic, some just interesting. I took notice of how students were interacting in groups, as
well as the effect of different environments on their work habits. I wondered about how adding
personal meaning to an assignment could help a student work through the assignment more
effectively and whether or not our Investigations math program was reaching the learning needs
of different types of students. The question that struck me the most was something that came to
me during unit planning for the Prehistoric Life and Fossils unit. I had been reflecting on the
work that my students did throughout the Pioneers unit, where writing in a “role-play” journal
had been the primary focus of assessment for the unit. I noticed that a large number of students
struggled with this, and it seemed that they were starting to develop a negative attitude about all
types of writing. I wanted to uncover what aspects of writing assigned during class were causing
this reaction to writing from these students. Was the assignment unclear? Were they caught up
on the spelling of a difficult vocabulary word? Or were they just too tired at the end of the day
to perform the task? With the new unit about to begin, I worried that difficult vocabulary words
and troubles with sound spellings could be a potential cause for writing distress. I also knew that
this unit had a strong focus on science, which meant that students would often need to use
“because statements” and provide evidence from books or activities in their writing. How could
I help them feel more comfortable with all of the expository writing they were expected to do?
In my inquiry, one of the aspects I considered was the thinking and motivation behind my
students’ work. I began by observing behaviors and performances in my classroom, and then I
developed questions about what I observed. When I finally began to organize my thoughts, I
was able to put my ideas, my questions, and some of my initial reflections into more structured

forms and develop the beginnings of my inquiry. After I completed my baseline data collection,
inquiry data collection, and professional research, I found that I was still thinking of new subquestions, or looking at my primary question from a new angle. Should I shift my focus more
towards writing or reading? How are fiction books, nonfiction books, fictional writing, and
nonfiction writing all intertwined? How great of a role is the subject of science playing in my
research on writing? As expected, I came up with more questions as I delved into more sources
and began my data analysis.

Inquiry Plan Description
After developing some of my initial wonderings about students’ expository writing, I
decided on several pieces of baseline data that I would need to collect. First, I composed a
survey that I administered to the entire class, probing into their feelings about, preferences for,
and dislikes of various types of writing. Through discussions with my mentor, I developed a
target group of 8 students on whom I would focus the remainder of my data collection and
observations. Six of these students were in a middle-to-low-achieving homogeneous literature
group, one was in a middle-to-high achieving literature group, and one was in a high achieving
literature group. My mentor and I decided on several other pieces of data that could be used to
measure the baseline levels of the target students. The pieces we chose were two short writing
assignments from the Mystery Dinosaurs Addendum (Kur, n.d.), scores on three district-wide
writing assessments, Words Their Way spelling inventories from September and February, and
three running record reading assessments from September, November, and February. All of this
information was compiled into a spreadsheet, and data collected later on in the inquiry was
compared to the baseline data in order to visualize student progress.

As I collected the baseline data and began developing ideas about further data collection,
I worked to align my sub-questions and data. With my sub-questions developed and my modes
of data collection defined, I was able to begin collecting data on the target group. I developed a
student resource for unit-specific vocabulary in our Prehistoric Life & Fossils unit. To do this, I
compiled all of the vocabulary that the students might struggle with from the Mystery Dinosaur
Addendum lessons (Kur, n.d.) and in their literature group readings into a master list organized
by general topic. As soon as I was ready to begin data collection on student writing, I presented
this list to the students, explained its purpose, and continually encouraged them to use it during
their writing. I used individual record pages to take notes and analyze select pieces of student
writing over the next three weeks (see Appendix E). For any piece of writing that was used in
my data collection, I made photocopies of each student’s work and filed them according to
assignment. I coded the data for all of the categories on the recording sheet, including word
count, sentence count, convention errors, no-excuse word misspellings, and use of unit-specific
vocabulary. Although I had initially planned to gather data on students’ opinions about specific
writing assignments through post-assignment oral interviews, it was not feasible to implement
this at the time of my data collection period. With all five pieces of writing collected for the
target group, I analyzed the data according to the categories on the recording sheet. I transferred
this information to a new spreadsheet in order to compare trends across writing samples, across
students, and among students. I also distributed another student survey in order to compare
current responses with previous responses for the target group. An approximate timeline of my
inquiry work can be found in Appendix A.

Data Collection
Data collection for this inquiry was carefully devised to develop a comprehensive profile
for each student in the target group. As mentioned earlier, although these students were middleto-high achievers in both reading and mathematics, their skills in expository writing did not seem
to correlate with this achievement. On a more personal note, I felt that all of these students could
achieve at a much higher level than their written work showed, based on their oral storytelling,
summarization skills, and generally high social abilities. In all of my data collection, I carefully
coded the whole-group data into a spreadsheet.

Writing Samples from Student’s Paleontologist’s Notebook
What do you already know about dinosaurs & prehistoric life?
This piece asked the students to write at least three sentences explaining what the
students thought they already knew about dinosaurs. The students had about 15 to 20 minutes to
complete the assignment, and it was given before the students had begun reading, in instructional
groups, about prehistoric life. The students were already divided into their homogenous
literature groups, and they worked independently at the carpeted area in our classroom to
complete the assignment with an adult monitoring their progress. This question served as the
“K” (what do you think you know) in a KWL exercise about prehistoric life. In previous units,
students had been asked to respond orally as a whole group to the “K” prompt while the
instructor recorded their responses. The students were now working on their own to complete
this assignment. Prompts given by instructors to struggling students included things like, “Have
you ever read any books/seen any movies/have any toys about dinosaurs,” “Do you know what
‘prehistoric life’ means,” “What kinds of things do you imagine when you hear the word

‘dinosaur’,” and “Do you keep dinosaurs as pets? Why not?” I evaluated the pieces for word
count, sentence count, and number of convention errors (punctuation and capitalization). A
sample of student work for this piece of data can be found in Appendix G.

What do you want to know about dinosaurs & prehistoric life?
This piece was done very similarly to the preceding piece. The question represented the
“W” (what are you wondering) in a KWL exercise. Students worked on this independently as
well, with the same time constraints and environment as the previous piece. Prompts given by
the instructor included, “Do you have any questions about dinosaurs,” “Is there a dinosaur that
you really like that you would like to learn about,” and “Is there anything about how dinosaurs
lived that you aren’t sure about?” I evaluated the pieces for word count, sentence count, and
number of convention errors (punctuation and capitalization). I felt that this piece and the
preceding piece were important to include in the baseline data because writing done later in the
unit would be similar to these examples, and because they were completed before the students
received their unit-specific vocabulary sheet. A sample of this data can be found in Appendix G.
Whole-Class Survey on Students’ Attitudes Towards Writing (see Appendix B)
I administered the six-question survey to the entire class during a 10-minute period. I
explained that I, too, was a student, and something I was trying to learn about was how kids feel
about what they have to write in school. I told them that they could have more than one answer
for questions 3, 4, and 6, but that they would have to put a star next to the answer about which
they felt the strongest. All of the students completed the survey in the time allotted, and only one
student felt that she needed to discuss with me the possible answers for question 6. She felt that
her response did not fit into any of the options, so we discussed a way to word her response in

order to add it to the end of the list. (Her response did, in fact, fit into the third option.) Only two
to three students starred multiple options and needed to be asked to revise their choices. When
all of the surveys were returned, I penciled in the responses from the whole class on a
spreadsheet and tallied the responses at the bottom. It is crucial to have an awareness of how
students feel about the writing they are assigned. Being able to compare student writing
achievement with student attitude about writing can help instructors view important correlations,
or lack there of, in the data. This survey was slightly revised and administered at the end of the
data collection period in order to view any changes in the trends previously observed.

District-Wide Writing Assessment Scores
Our class has participated in three writing assessments to date. They include writing a
“small moment story” about the student’s summer vacation (September), writing an
informational piece about the student’s favorite toy (November), and writing a fiction story from
one of four titles (February). For writing assessments, students are given an unlimited amount of
time to brainstorm ideas for a story, write the story, and then make revisions, although this time
usually never exceeds an hour and a half. The stories were assessed with a rubric that gave
scores from 1 to 4 for content and conventions. The four score rankings represent the levels of
Below Basic, Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. Proficient is the benchmark level for the end of
the year, thus students commonly do not achieve this level until sometime after their first writing
assessment. All of the students in our class received instruction on the structure of the genre of
the piece they would be writing and had practiced writing at least one other piece in the genre
prior to the assessment during their writer’s workshop time. I recorded the proficiency levels of
the target students on the baseline data spreadsheet. I compared students’ writing scores to their

Words Their Way stages and running record scores to find correlations between these three
factors. A sample of the assessment rubric can be found in Appendix H.

“Words Their Way” Spelling Inventory
This spelling inventory works differently than just calculating how many core words a
student can spell. According to Words Their Way developers, Bear, et al. (2004), researcher
Charles Read developed a unique method of measuring a student’s understanding of the English
language that highlights knowledge of key spelling features relating to different spelling stages.
We administered this inventory by starting at the beginning of the list of prescribed words from
the text and reading each word twice, giving the student time to write the word. A word is only
used in a sentence if the context is necessary for understanding the word. After each set of 5
words, the instructor scanned the room to see if any students needed to keep moving on to more
difficult spelling patterns, or if students were no longer producing correct spelling patterns. The
inventory was first administered in September, and then administered again in February as I
began my baseline data collection. I recorded the spelling stages of each student in the target
group on the baseline data spreadsheet in order to view the degree of individual progress made in
the spelling stages over the school year. These spelling stages are key to students’ fluency in
writing, because “[literacy] is absolutely dependent on fast, accurate recognition…and
production of words in writing so that readers and writers can focus their attention on making
meaning.” (Bear, et al., 2004, p.4) I compared students’ Words Their Way stages to their writing
scores and reading levels to find correlations between these three factors. A sample of a Words
Their Way spelling inventory scoring sheet can be found in Appendix I.

Running Record Assessment Scores
In conjunction with the district-wide writing assessment, a reading assessment is also
administered in primary grades. This is done in September, November, and February. Students’
fluency, error rate, and comprehension are recorded on a running record sheet. The running
record also helps instructors determine whether a particular level of reading is at the instructional
or independent level for a student. This assessment is administered to each student individually,
and the instructor checks off each word that the student is reading and identifies any errors or
self-corrections. The instructor then asks the student to give an oral retelling of the story and
answer three comprehension questions while the instructor records the dictated responses. I
recorded all of the students’ scores on the baseline data spreadsheet. I used this data to
determine both the current reading level of the target students and to assess their progress made
over the three assessment administrations. Although previous observations had led me to believe
that the students in the target group were exhibiting few correlations between reading and writing
achievement, I felt that it was still important to examine their level of literacy in terms of reading
and comprehension in order to determine possible areas of strength that could be used in
instruction and intervention for writing. I compared students’ reading levels to their writing
scores and Words Their Way stages to find correlations between these three factors.

Individual Record Page for Writing Samples
Based on the research I read for my inquiry, on my interactions with my mentor, and my
own experiences in the classroom, I decided to try introducing unit-specific vocabulary into
students’ expository writing experiences. In order to show a distinction between baseline data
writing samples and inquiry data writing samples, I developed a tool to test one of my inquiry

sub-questions: “What is the impact on expository writing of making unit-specific vocabulary
more accessible to my students?” I created a vocabulary chart somewhat similar to a word wall.
I revised the chart several times, first starting it as an alphabetical listing, and then finalizing it as
a categorical and chronological listing. By making a list of words in the order that students
encountered them in the unit (through both literature group readings and science activities), I was
able to divide the words into subcategories. I made sure that the subcategory titles were words
that I had often seen the students use in their writing without assistance, and therefore were
words that they were comfortable reading. I printed the chart on cardstock (one for each student)
so that it would be durable enough to endure the length of the unit. A sample of this chart can be
found in Appendix D.
Students were instructed to keep this page in the magnetic clip on the side of their desks
so that they could take it out easily whenever there was an assignment to be completed. I left a
few blank lines at the end of each category in case our work led us to an important term that we
would need to add to the page. I chose not to include any names of dinosaurs for two important
reasons. The first reason is that the dinosaur names encountered varied, depending on the books
that students were reading in their literature groups. The second reason is an extension of the
first—because the students were encountering these names in books, they were already available
as a print resource, and the students still needed to be encouraged to look back to their text when
trying to find a particular word. This fosters the inquiry-based concept of using evidence to
support writing in any subject, and I did not want this tool to intervene with that process.
As I gathered my data on student writing, I formatted a systematic record sheet where I
could record student behavior, assignment details, and statistics on students’ work. A blank
template and a key for the template categories and abbreviations can be found in Appendix E. I

kept all of the record sheets on a clipboard and—as often as I could, given the nature of the
assignments—recorded as much information as possible with direct observation. I then made
photocopies of any student work that was to be scored on the record pages and recorded that
information. The top bar of categories was always filled out as soon as the students began their
work, in order to capture the immediate circumstances and conditions of the assignment. The
“description of average product” section was not completed until the final stages of data analysis,
after all of the individual work had been coded, scored, and recorded. The following are
overviews of the five writing assignments that I analyzed in my data collection, addressing the
sub-question, “How does the nature of a writing assignment affect participation and performance
in writing?”
Writer’s workshop fiction story.
The first piece of data that I used was from a writer’s workshop period on February 28th.
The students had been introduced to fictional story structure and were focusing on creating and
solving a problem in their stories. My mentor offered the students a list of four titles to serve as
story starters. The students were permitted to use their own title as long as it suggested that there
was a problem that needed to be solved. On the first day of the assignment, the students worked
on this piece for 25 minutes, and I made photocopies of the target group’s pieces after this time
to ensure that all of the work done was under the same conditions (work time allotted, work
space, time of day, etc.). Although this is not a true quantitative analysis, I felt that it was still
important to ensure that the pieces that I analyzed were done similarly. I have categorized this
writing assignment as fictional writing. A sample of student work for this assignment can be
found in Appendix J.

Writing sample from students’ paleontologist notebook.
The second piece of data, entitled “What Can You Learn From Studying a Dinosaur’s
Skull,” came from an assignment done in the students’ Paleontologist Notebook for a science
activity on March 1st. The students received a letter from their fictional paleontologist friend
who informed the students that the diggers might have found the skull to their “mystery
dinosaur,” and asked the students to list what kinds of things can be learned about an animal by
studying its skull. Questions similar to this had been posed earlier in the unit in regard to
footprints and stride. The students worked in their small-group paleontologist teams (3 to 4
students per team) to respond to the letter. I gave the students about 12 minutes to work with
their team, and then we shared results as a whole group. As students shared ideas, I recorded
bulleted phrases on a whiteboard for the whole group to see. I encouraged the students to use
these bullets as prompts for their own sentences. Most students were rather diligent about
recording from the board, although many only copied the phrases verbatim and did not turn them
into complete sentences in their own work. I photocopied this page from students in the target
group. I have categorized this writing assignment as expository writing. A sample of student
work for this assignment can be found in Appendix J.
Writing sample from students’ paleontologist notebook.
The third piece of writing also came from the students’ Paleontologist Notebook, entitled
“Final Letter to Paleontologist.” The students began their work on this piece on March 22nd. As
a team, the students had composed a chart about their “mystery dinosaur,” listing what pieces of
information they learned and what evidence they had to confirm that learning. For example, a
student may have learned that his/her dinosaur lived during the Triassic period because the
paleontologist had dug to the third layer of the Mesozoic era. Having completed this chart, the

students were instructed to turn each of their learnings and evidence into complete sentences so
they could inform their paleontologist friend about what they had learned about their mystery
dinosaur. The students worked on this part of the assignment individually for 15 minutes during
the first session, and 20 minutes during the second session. I photocopied the work of the target
students after the second session, and I have categorized this writing assignment as expository
writing. A sample of student work for this assignment can be found in Appendix J.
Literature group realistic fiction story.
The fourth assignment for my data collection was to write a realistic fiction story about
finding a fossil, and the students started their work on this piece on March 23rd. The students had
begun reading some realistic fiction pieces and were learning to identify how a text can be
categorized as fictional, even if it contains factual information. In order to give students a clearer
picture of the assignment, I wrote the following prompts on the front board as they started their
work: “How did you find it? What do you think you found? What will you do with it?” On the
first day, students had 20 minutes to work during the assignment time in their literature group
rotation. I made photocopies of the work of the target group after this first writing period and
have categorized this writing assignment as fictional writing. A sample of student work for this
assignment can be found in Appendix J.
Thank you letter to guest speaker.
The final piece that I used in my data collection was a Thank You letter to a guest
speaker. On March 26th, the students wrote to geologist Doc Arnold, after he came to the school
and gave a presentation on the tools and findings of a geologist. The students worked on this
assignment for 20 minutes during their activity time within literature group rotations, and were
instructed with the following prompts that were written on the board: “What was your favorite

thing? What is something new that you learned? What is a question that you have?” Like the
other pieces, I photocopied the students’ work after their first work period to ensure equal work
time and conditions. I have categorized this writing assignment as expository writing, and a
sample of student work for this assignment can be found in Appendix J.

Post-Writing Interview
In my initial inquiry plans, I wanted to use an oral interview where I would talk one-onone with each of the students in the target group after a writing assignment. Unfortunately, this
task was not as feasible as I had hoped, and I was unable to conduct any of the interviews.
Because the timing of my data collection period occurred during my full-time planning period
for student teaching, I needed to split my focus between observing students for data collection
during writing assignments and planning and teaching all subjects throughout the day. The
questions that I had planned on using during the post-writing interviews can be found in
Appendix F. I think that these interview questions can still be helpful to any instructor after an
assignment if the instructor is looking to gain insight into a student’s opinion about his/her work.

Revised whole-class survey on students’ attitudes towards writing (see Appendix L)
I decided that a follow-up survey should be distributed in order to look for trends in
student attitudes over time and after using the unit-specific vocabulary chart in writing. I added
“Paleontologist Notebook” as an additional option to questions 3 and 4. When distributing the
surveys, I explained that this survey was exactly like the one the students had done earlier and
went over the directions again with small groups of students. The students completed this survey
in about 10 minutes, and only 3 to 5 students needed clarification with the instructions.

Data Analysis
I used the district’s rubrics for second grade writing standards to develop my data
analysis methods for writing samples. I also included some requirements specifically tailored to
the unit, like “vocabulary” and “relevance.” With the combination of these two elements, I was
able to compile a comprehensive data analysis that considered both content and conventions in
student writing while recognizing the requirements and limitations of each writing assignment.
Each piece of data was analyzed sequentially as it was completed by the students. For all writing
samples, I coded the data according to the elements on the individual record page. For wholeclass surveys, I first recorded trends and statistics for the whole class, and then broke this
information down for the target group. Through my data analysis, I was able to identify
strengths and weaknesses in the target students’ work and to observe the extent to which
progress was made in their writing.

Writing Samples from Student’s Paleontologist’s Notebook
I began analyzing these two pieces by recording the word count, sentence count, and
number of convention errors (capitals and periods) in each piece and recording this information
for each individual student on the baseline data spreadsheet. I read each piece through once to
get a feel for the writing, a second time to count the words, a third time to count the sentences,
and a fourth time to circle any instances of convention errors. For the first piece, as seen on the
spreadsheet, the highest achieving word count was 73, sentence count was 6, and convention
errors were 0. The lowest achieving word count was 25, sentence count was 3, and convention
errors were 4. On average, the students had 38 words, 4 sentences, and 1 convention error for
this piece. For the second piece, the highest achieving word count was 43, sentence count was 4,

and convention errors were 0. The lowest achieving word count was 11, sentence count was 1,
and convention errors were 1. On average, students had 24 words, 2 sentences, and 0
conventions errors. Student 3 had the lowest word count on both pieces. Any students without
highlighted statistics achieved near the computed average.

Whole-Class Survey on Students’ Attitudes Towards Writing
An image of the whole-class results and totals can be found in Appendix B. After
administering the survey, I compiled the responses into a coded response sheet. The x-axis
across the top represents each question, with the response options broken down within each box.
I marked the corresponding space for each student’s response and then totaled down the columns
to the bottom row. To the question, “I feel excited and happy when the teacher tells me to write
about something,” 9 students responded “yes,” 13 responded “sometimes,” and 0 responded “no”
1 student responded “yes,” 10 responded “sometimes,” and 11 responded “no” to the question “I
feel nervous and worried when the teacher tells me to write about something.” Ten students
cited Thank You letters as their favorite thing to write. In addition, 6 cited Fiction Stories, 5
cited Family Journals, 5 cited Science Notes, 4 cites Small Moment Stories, 3 cited Pioneer
Journals, 2 cited Literature Group Work, and 1 cited Math Story Problems as their favorite thing
to write (students were permitted to choose more than one option for this question). 7 students
cited Pioneer Journals as their least favorite thing to write. In addition, 5 students cited Math
Story Problems, 5 cited Fiction Stories, 4 cited Literature Group Work, 4 cited Family Journals,
3 cited Small Moment Stories, and 2 cited Thank You letters (students were permitted to choose
more than one option for this question). On question 5, “How I feel about writing,” 8 students
said, “I want to write all of the time,” 12 said, “I want to write sometimes,” and 2 said “I never

want to write.” Finally, when asked the reason why they may not feel like writing, 11 students’
top reason was because their hand was too tired. 7 said that they wanted to work on something
else, 5 said that they don’t know how to spell a word, and 4 apiece said that they are not sure
how to put their idea into a sentence and they don’t understand the assignment (students were
permitted to choose more than one option for this question).
Table 1. Survey Results for Target Group
Survey
1

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mode

some

some

some

yes

yes

some

some

some

y=2, s=6, n=0

2

no

no

some

yes

some

no

some

no

y=1, s=3, n=4

3

TY, MSP

TY

FJ, TY

PJ, TY

TY, SMS

FJ

FS

FJ, FS

TY=5, FJ=3, MSP=1, SMS=1, FS=1

4

PJ, FJ

LG

MSP, LG

SMS

FJ

TY

FJ

SN, PJ

FJ=3, PJ=2, TY=1, LG=1, MSP=1, SN=1

5

all

all

never

some

all

some

some

some

a=3, s=4, n=1

6

s.t. else

tired

s.t. else

spell

tired

tired

sent.

tired

tired=4, s.t.=2, spell=1, sent.=1

d't und.

s.t. else

spell

tired

s.t. else

tired=2, s.t.=2, sent.=2, d't=1

tired

sent.

sent.
tired=6, s.t.=4, spell=3, sent.=1, d't=1

I then singled out the responses from the target group, as seen in the chart above. For
question 1, 2 students responded “yes” and 6 students responded “sometimes.” For question 2, 1
student responded “yes,” 3 students responded “sometimes,” and 4 students responded “no.”
When asked about their favorite thing to write, 5 students said Thank You letters, 3 said Family
Journals, and 1 apiece said Math Story Problems, Small Moment Stories, and Fiction Stories.
When asked about their least favorite thing to write, 3 students said Family Journals, 3 said
Pioneer Journals, and 1 apiece said Thank You letters, Literature Group work, Math Story
Problems, and Science Notes. In addition, 3 students said that they wanted to write all of the
time, 4 wanted to write sometimes, and 1 never wants to write. The leading reason for not
wanting to write (4 students) was because the students said that their hand was tired. Two
students said that they wanted to work on something else, and 1 apiece said that they didn’t know
how to spell a word and are unsure of how to put their idea into a sentence.

Overall, students in the target group seemed neither significantly excited nor worried
about writing, and usually wanted to write sometimes. The majority of pieces that students
enjoyed writing were expository pieces that offered strict guidelines on content (Thank You
letters and Family Journals). Looking at students’ least favorite thing to write, there seemed to
be a relatively level distribution across all of the options. Most students felt that a tired hand was
the main thing keeping them from wanting to write. Looking at students’ secondary responses to
this question, wanting to work on something else and not knowing how to spell a word were
additional reasons why students may not want to write.

District-Wide Writing Assessment Scores
In order to analyze the writing assessment scores of the target group, I recorded the
content and convention scores under each individual in the baseline data spreadsheet, as seen
below.
Table 2. Distict-wide Writing Assessment Score for Target Group
Writing As.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mode

SMS

B, B

BB, BB

B, BB

BB, BB

BB, BB

BB, BB

BB, BB

BB, B

BB, BB

Informative

B, BB

B, BB

BB, BB

BB+, B

BB, B

B, BB

BB, BB

BB, B

BB, BB

Fiction

P, B

B, B

B, B

B+, B

BB, BB

B, B

B, BB

B+, P

B, B

BB represents “below basic,” B represents “basic,” P represents “proficient,” and A
represents “advanced.” I also coded the data with pink backgrounds to designate the highest
achieving score of the group and with yellow to designate the lowest achieving score. Generally,
the group did not score above the below basic level until the third assessment. As was done by
the district in the rubric, I weighted the content score heavier than the conventions score thus, a
score of B, BB was considered higher achieving than BB, B because the content score was basic
and the conventions score was below basic in the first instance. As seen on the spreadsheet in

Appendix C, 5 students in the target group achieved below basic in both categories on the first
assessment. On the second assessment, 2 scored below basic in both categories, and on the third
assessment only 1 scored below basic in both categories. On the final assessment, only 1 student
achieved proficient for content, and 1 student achieved proficient for conventions. Student 1
consistently had the highest achievement in the group. Students 4 and 7 both had the lowest
achieving scores on two out of three assessments. Students 2 and 6 both showed a significant
amount of improvement in achievement from the first to the second assessment. No students’
achievement declined during these assessments. Looking at the scores, it is clear that the
expository pieces scored lower than the fictional writing. Due to the multiple variables of
time/student maturation, nature of the assignment, and amount of instruction and practice time, it
is impossible to tell which of these variables had the greatest impact on student achievement.

“Words Their Way” Spelling Inventory
Like the other pieces of baseline data, I recorded student scores in the baseline data
spreadsheet for this assessment, as seen below.
Table 3. Words Their Way Stages for Target Group
W.T.W. Inv.
Sept.

Feb.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mode

letter

within

letter

letter

letter

letter

within

syll.

letter

name-

word

name-

name-

name-

name-

word

& affix.

name-

alpha.

pattern

alpha.

alpha.

alpha.

alpha.

pattern

middle

middle

middle

late

middle

middle

middle

middle

middle

within

syll.

within

letter

letter

within

within

syll.

within

word

& affix.

word

name-

name-

word

word

& affix.

pattern

alpha.

alpha.

pattern

pattern

early

late

late

middle

early

pattern
middle

early

alpha.

word
pattern

m/l

early/middle

In the first row, I recorded the stage of the students based on their September results.
Below this, I recorded the updated stages from the February assessment. I highlighted the

highest achieving stages of the group in pink and the lowest achieving stages in yellow. Half of
the students were in the Letter Name-Alphabetic (middle) stage in September, which was also
the lowest stage in the group. The Letter Name-Alphabetic group is defined as being the time
when formal reading instruction begins (in our class’s case, this is guided reading) and when the
students are segmenting phonemes. Students in the middle period of this stage can segment and
represent the middle vowel sound, consonant blends, and diagraphs. (Bear 2004) At the time of
the first assessment, the highest stage in the group was the Syllables & Affixes (middle) stage,
where students are deciphering multi-syllabic words and patterns and using context clues to
make spelling-meaning connections. (Bear 2004) In February, half of the students were in the
within word pattern stage (either early or middle). The lowest stage was Letter NameAlphabetic (late) and the highest stage was Syllables & Affixes (middle/late). According to the
text, the progression of the full range of stages is Emergent, Letter Name-Alphabetic, Within
Word Pattern, Syllables and Affixes, and Derivational Relations. The age ranges for these stages
begins at Pre-K and goes until 12th grade. (Bear 2004) Student 8 consistently had the highest
achievement on this assessment, and Student 5 consistently had the lowest achievement.
Students 1 and 6 made the most progress in their achievement. In addition, there is less spread in
achievement in the second assessment than in the first.

Running Record Assessment Scores
Looking at the baseline data spreadsheet (excerpt shown below), the running record
scores from three assessments can be viewed for each individual student in the target group.
Table 4. Running Record Scores for Target Group
R. Record
Sept. (I)
Nov. (K)
Feb. (M)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mode

Inst.

Ind.

Ind.

Inst.

Inst.

Ind.

Inst.

Ind.

Inst./Ind

CACA

AAAC

CCCA

ALAL

ALLL

ALAC

ACLA

ALCC

ALAC

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Inst.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

AACA

ALAA

CACC

CACC

AAAL

AAAA

ACCC

CACA

AACA

Ind.

Ind.

Inst.

Inst.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

CCAA

AALL

CCAA

CCCA

CCCC

CALC

AAAC

LAAC

CAAC

The first line of the assessment says whether the book is being read at an independent or
at an instructional level, based on error rate and fluency. The four letters in the second line
represent the comprehension scores for the retelling and three comprehension questions based on
the story. The first comprehension question is “literal,” the second is “inference,” and the third
is “critical.” The three levels of achievement are “complete,” “adequate,” and “lacking.”
The highest achieving score in the September reading of a level I book was at the
independent level, with a complete retelling and two complete and one adequate comprehension
responses. The lowest achieving score in this reading was at the instructional level, with an
adequate retelling and three lacking comprehension responses.
The highest achieving score in the November reading of a level L book was at the
independent level, with a complete retelling and one adequate and two complete comprehension
responses. The lowest achieving score in this reading was a little more difficult to determine.
One student read at an instructional level, with a complete retelling and one adequate and two
complete comprehension responses. Another student read at the independent level, but had only
an adequate retelling and two adequate and one lacking comprehension responses. Because of
the high error rate for the first student, and the low comprehension levels of the second student,
these scores both represent the lowest achievement, despite their differences in areas of difficulty
for each student.
For the final assessment in the February reading of a level M book, the highest achieving
score was read at the independent level, with a complete retelling and comprehension responses.
The lowest achieving score in this reading was also difficult to determine. One student read at
the instructional level, with a complete retelling and one complete and two adequate

comprehension responses. Another student read at the independent level, with an adequate
retelling and one adequate and two lacking comprehension responses. For the same reasons as in
the November assessment, I consider both of these to be the lowest achieving scores.
Some interesting trends can be seen in the data of the last three assessments when looking
at individual students. For example, Student 5 had the lowest achievement in the first and third
writing assessments, both spelling inventories, and the first and second running records.
Surprisingly, this student also had the highest achievement on the third running record. In
addition, Student 8 had the highest achievement in the spelling inventory but relatively low
comprehension scores in the running record. When comparing all of the outcomes in the final
three pieces of data to the writing sample outcomes, there are few instances of correlation
between measures of reading and writing. Student 1 may be considered an exception in terms of
writing. This student had the highest word count in the first writing sample and the highest
achievement on all of the writing assessments. This student had relatively average achievement
on the spelling inventory and running record. An addition, Student 3 had the lowest word count
on both writing samples, and the lowest achievement on the second writing assessment. This
student also struggled on the third running record.

Individual Record Page for Writing Samples
At the beginning of each writing assignment that I chose to use for my analysis, I filled
out the top bar of information on the record page. I titled the assignment, gave a brief
description of its requirements and/or prompts, and determined the subject area. I then recorded
on a separate sheet of paper the start and finish time of the assignment and computed the time
allotted. I also recorded information on the workspace provided (desk, table, floor, etc.) and

described the environment of the writing (individual work, small group work, whole class). At
the conclusion of each writing period for the designated assignments, I made photocopies of all
of the work and coded it for word count, sentence count, convention errors, misspelled no-excuse
words, and unit-specific vocabulary. Following a similar procedure to the baseline data writing
samples, I first read through the piece without marking it, then counted the number of words and
sentences, and then again went back and circled convention errors and underlined misspelled noexcuse words. After totaling these components on the top of the page, I transferred the data to
the individual record page. I also noted the students’ handwriting on the piece, looking at how
fluent the motions were and how carefully the work was done.
Once this process was completed for all eight students and the five pieces, I went back to
the students’ work and highlighted any words that were considered unit-specific vocabulary.
These words included, but were not limited to, words from the vocabulary sheet that the students
kept at their desks. Any other vocabulary brought up by guest speakers, or encountered in
additional readings and resources, were included in this count. I wrote each vocabulary word
used in the “Vocab.” box on the record page and totaled the list. To determine the relevance of
the assignment, I used a scale from 1 to 5, where a score of 5 was the most relevant, meeting all
of the assignment’s requirements and written in a proficient manner. A score of 1 meant that the
student did not follow the requirements of the assignment at all, and the work showed no
evidence of writing proficiency. Finally, I averaged all of the numerical quantities for word
count, sentence count, convention errors, no-excuse words, vocabulary, and relevance and
recorded these averages in the first box on the bottom row, “Description of Average
Assignment” (see Appendix E).

Revised Whole-Class Survey
This piece was analyzed in the same manner as the original survey. An image of the
results can be found in Appendix L. The purpose of the revised survey was to view any changes
in the trends of students’ attitudes during the data collection period. Generally, students’
attitudes shifted towards the middle of the spectrum in terms of their excitement about, worry
over, and desire for writing. In the revised survey, Small Moment Stories, Fiction Stories, and
Paleontologist Notebooks were the types of writing favored by the class. Fiction Stories had
been among the least favorite types of writing in the original survey. Unlike the original survey,
Thank You letters were no longer a favorite among the class. Pioneer Journals remained the
least favorite type of writing, followed by Science Notes, Family Journals, and Literature Group
work. In addition, there was a shift in reasoning for not wanting to write in class. Wanting to
work on something else and being unsure of how to put an idea into a sentence were the top
reasons for not wanting to write. In this survey, students did not cite their hand being tired as a
top reason for not wanting to write like they did in the original one. Also, not knowing how to
spell a word and not understanding the assignment were no longer chosen as often as reasons for
not wanting to write.
An image of the results for the target group can be seen below.
Table 5. Revised Survey Results for Target Group
6. Rev. Survey
1

1
some

2
some

2
3

no
SM
MSP
PJ
FJ

no
SM

4
5
6

some
s.t.
hand

MSP
some
s.t

3
some

4
some

some
some
FS, SN
PJ
MSP
MSP, TY, PN
SM, PJ, SN SM, SN, FS
LG TY, PN
FJ, LG
some
s.t.
sent., d't

some
s.t.

5
some

6
some

7
some

8
some

Mode
some

some
SM
MSP

no

some
FS, SM
PN
PJ
FJ

no

MSP

no
sm=4, fs=2, pj=1, sn=1,
msp=3, pn=3, fj=1, ty=1, lg=0
sm=3, pj=3, sn=2, fs=1
fj=3, msp=2, lg=2, ty=1, pn=1

some
sent.

some
sent.

FJ
SM

FJ
some
s.t.

some
sent.

PN

some
s.t.=5, sent.=3
hand=1, sent=1, d't=1

Within the target group, Small Moment stories, Math Story Problems, and Paleontologist
Notebooks were the most favored types of writing. Small Moment stories, Pioneer Journals, and
Family Journals were the least favored types of writing. Most of the students in the target group
said that when they did not want to write it was because they wanted to work on something else.
Also, several students were unsure of how to put their idea into a sentence. Unlike the first
survey, the student’s hand being too tired was only chosen once, instead of six times, as a reason
for not wanting to write.
An image of the collected data for all of these assessments can be viewed in the
spreadsheet in Appendix K.

Claims & Evidence
Claim 1: My students’ work and struggles in expository writing align with many of the ideas and
observations from researchers and experts in the field.
As I began exploring literature related to writing for students in the primary grades, I
realized that my students’ attitudes and work aligned with many of the same issues that were
discussed in the literature. As I read through the introductory pages in the text, Non-Fiction
Craft Lessons, the authors explained that they could not find any choice pieces of non-fiction
work by primary-grade students when they were preparing for a workshop presentation. As they
delved into possible reasons why this was occurring, one of the important conclusions that they
reached was that the topic makes all the difference, and most students at this age still need
teachers to provide them with familiar topics. (Portalupi, 2001, p.6) In my classroom, there were
often specific requirements for expository writing (Literature Group work, Paleontologist
Notebook work), where the topic was already specified, as well as much of the content for each

assignment, and students sometimes seemed frustrated by this. After reading Portalupi, I began
to believe that the problem was that students had not been given a choice of familiar topics.
During writer’s workshop periods, students had much more freedom and choice in their topics.
Looking at the work produced in the first writing piece of the data collection (fiction story), the
variance in proficiency suggests that some students still need help developing their topic. From
this data, we can see that Students 2 and 3, although each using one of the four suggested titles,
were unable to produce more than the first lines of an opening paragraph, thus struggling to
make personal meaning out of the topic in the time allotted.
The text Nonfiction Writing: Procedures and Reports (Calkins, 2003) posits that students
need to have practice in note-taking in order to further develop their nonfiction writing. My
mentor and I designed our literature group lessons during the Prehistoric Life and Fossils unit to
include this practice, focusing on the main topic of a page/section and identifying at least two
different pieces of information within each topic. Note-taking helped the students to reread the
text and find vocabulary words within the text. Observing primary-grade note-taking strategies
helped me develop the format of the unit-specific vocabulary sheet. When I introduced the sheet
to the students, I showed them how I used a topic (the sub-heading in bold) and specific pieces of
information that fit into that topic beneath it. Calkins also says that, “immersing children in
nonfiction writing is crucial for them to be able to communicate the truth as they see it about
their world.” (Calkins, 2003, p. iv) My mentor and I have definitely embraced this idea by
providing our students multiple nonfiction books to explore during the unit. We made lessons
that helped the students discover the particular elements of nonfiction books (table of contents,
diagrams, glossary, and index), and encouraged them to find the evidence supporting the factual
statements made in the text so that they could use this process in their own writing, particularly

in their Paleontologist Notebooks. We based some of these strategies around similar ideas on
familiarizing students with the differences between expository and narrative texts and the
importance of providing quality nonfiction examples for students, which can also be found in
Portalupi (2001, pp. 10-13).
It was helpful to learn, from these two texts, as well as Hoyt’s Revisit, Reflect, Retell, that
students need authenticity when it comes to expository writing. “If post-reading responses
become tedious or do not develop oral language and reading proficiency, they may lead to
negative attitudes. In many cases, the best and most appropriate response to reading is more
reading.” (Hoyt, 1999, p. xii) Because of this, students need to develop a concept of the link
between reading and writing. In writing assignments 2, 3, and 4 from the data collection, the
students may simply have needed more reading experience and immersion in nonfiction text
before they felt competent in the expository writing.

Claim 2: Making unit-specific vocabulary available to my students (in the form of a personal
vocabulary chart) gave them a sense of security when writing and minimized distractions caused
by not knowing how to spell a word.
As mentioned in the inquiry vs. project portion of this report, my wondering about unitspecific vocabulary and its relationship to expository writing struck me during the planning
session for the Prehistoric Life and Fossils unit. Prior to the unit, I observed highly proficient
writers sit with their hands in the air for minutes on end, begging me for the spelling of a difficult
vocabulary word that they wanted to use in their piece—putting an abrupt halt to their writing
process (and possibly even overall train of thought). In my second grade classroom, we strongly
encourage sound spelling for any word that is not a no-excuse word (or core word), which are

provided in a list on the students’ desks. Aside from the need for students to continue to explore
their sound-spelling practice, a teacher acquiescing to the student’s request for a spelling usually
sets off a chain reaction of hands shooting in the air looking for affirmations of their sound
spellings, and thus distracting all of the writers in the room. In a slightly different scenario, I
observed average or slightly struggling writers flip back and forth through their “Book of
Words,” a resource provided by my mentor with alphabetical listings of several high-frequency
words. They eventually became so engrossed with reading through the Book of Words that they
would simply stopped doing their original assignment.
In search of help for this escalating problem, I turned to the expertise of a first grade
teacher in my school who employed the use of a word wall in her classroom. Sabrina Upcraft
provided me with some important information about her word wall. She does not include any
core words on the wall, but instead posts both unit-specific vocabulary and “high frequency
words that we notice children having difficulty with in reading or writing” (personal
communication, 2/27/07; see Appendix M). Her belief, like mine, was that the students’ writing
process should not be disrupted when they are unsure of how to spell a word, and that “location
of the word wall [should allow] kids to see it from most of the room” (personal communication,
2/27/07; see Appendix M). Because of the layout of our classroom, there was no public viewing
space for such a resource, so I decided to adapt the idea by making a sheet for each student to use
as needed. Whenever an assignment involving unit-specific vocabulary was given, I reminded
the students to take the sheet out of their clip and put it on their desks.
According to observations made on the individual record pages, Students 3 and 4
consistently took out their word sheet during assignments. Other students in the target group
took out the sheet occasionally, and during piece 3, the final letter to the paleontologist, Students

5 and 7 used an additional informational resource to successfully complete their writing. Student
3 struggled to stay on task, had difficulties with neatness, and produced less proficient work, but
was still able to use about an average amount of unit-specific vocabulary in his work. He often
told me that he really liked having the vocabulary sheet and understood the way it was
organized. Student 4, who also consistently used the sheet, produced an amount unit-specific
vocabulary well above the group average, and exhibited on-task behaviors and neat, fluid
handwriting. I had no recorded observations of Students 2 using the vocabulary sheet, and he
often produced vocabulary below the average amount in each piece. Student 8, whom I also
observed neglecting the vocabulary sheet, began with very low amounts of vocabulary in her
writing. This amount did significantly increase later in the observation period, possibly due to
her increased familiarity with the topic—a necessity in expository writing, according to Portalupi
(2001, p. 9). This seemed to hold true for Student 6 as well.
Overall, according to my data collection, a combination of the use of the unit-specific
vocabulary sheet and a gradual exposure to and mastering of the unit-specific vocabulary led
students to use this vocabulary at a higher frequency in their writing. Student writing with a
large amount of unit-specific vocabulary tended to produce above-average word counts and
relatively few convention errors. In addition, the relevance of assignments with at- or aboveaverage vocabulary amounts tended to be around a 4 or a 5. Relevance, as mentioned earlier, is
based on the student’s ability to complete all of the requirements for an assignment.

Claim 3: In my classroom, the girls had slightly higher levels of achievement in writing than the
boys.
The target group was composed of four boys and four girls. To code this on the
spreadsheets, I highlighted the heading box for girls in lavender and for boys in blue. On piece
1, two girls and two boys scored above the average in word count; on piece 2, two girls and one
boy; on piece 3, two girls and three boys; on piece 4, one girl and two boys; and on piece 5, all 4
girls and 2 boys. There seemed to be no clear evidence of gender differences for word count. In
terms of writing relevance, girls only accumulated one score of 2, while boys accumulated 11
scores of 2 or below. Boys had 8 instances of at- or above-average use of unit-specific
vocabulary, while girls had 10, indicating a slight advantage for girls in assuring relevance in
their writing. Because following directions is an important component to producing relevance in
an assignment, the boys may have had a disadvantage in this circumstance because one boy is on
a behavior plan, and this is one of his specific problems. Also, one boy is an ESL student, and he
too sometimes has trouble following directions.
Looking at the revised survey data, girls favored Math Story Problems for writing, and
the boys had little in the way of a group favorite. Among the girls, Family Journals were favored
least, again a different finding than for the boys. Boys more often cited being unsure of how to
put an idea into a sentence as a reason for not wanting to write, and girls showed no similarities
in terms of reasons for not wanting to write in the revised survey.

Claim 4: For writing in my classroom, students succeeded the most with fictional pieces because
they were able to use more of their own voice in their writing.
I categorized the writing assignments done by students for my data collection into two
general topics: expository and fictional writing. Pieces 2, 3, and 5 were considered expository
writing, and pieces 1 and 4 were considered fictional writing. Looking at the word count for
these pieces, the fictional pieces had greater variance in achievement than the expository pieces.
In addition, two students scored a 5 in terms of relevance for both of the fictional pieces. Only
two students achieved a 5 for relevance for the Thank You letter. As suggested by Portalupi, in
Nonfiction Craft Lessons, “students need to first uncover the experiential knowledge they already
possess” (Portalupi, 2001, p. 9) in order to produce more relevant work. Although students may
not necessarily have first-hand experience with a “T-Rex on the Loose,” the title is much more
open to their own interpretations and writing styles than “What can you learn from studying a
dinosaur’s skull?” Therefore, the students were able to have more success with the fictional
piece because they were able to put more of their own ideas into the piece.
Within the expository pieces, students seemed to have the most success with the Thank
You letter. Although this assignment contained the most particular constraints in terms of
content (see Data Collection section for assignment requirements), it did have some unique
features when compared to the other expository pieces. The students had first-hand experience
with meeting Doc Arnold and seeing his presentation. When responding to the assignment
prompts, students were able to consider the entire experience, and then dwell on the features that
were of particular interest to them. This made the writing much more personal and produced
writing with a much stronger voice from many of the students, as demonstrated in the work of
Student 1: “All of the other scientists that have come in have never shown us dinosaur doo-doo.”

Student 8 also showed a distinctive voice in her letter: “Something that I never knew before was
that prehistoric dolphins were about the size of a whale!” Some students also used a unique
voice when writing their final letter to their paleontologist friend, possibly because many did not
know that he/she was a fictional character from the unit.
Stated best by Portalupi (2001), “we need to create classrooms where our students can
truly be themselves, where they can bring their passion, knowledge, quirky humor, and authentic
voice to this kind of writing.” (p.2) This voice is becoming quite evident in all of the students’
fictional writing, and they are starting to develop it in their expository letter writing. As an
instructor, I need to help my students find their voice in more informational writing, like piece 2
in the data collection.

Claim 5: Overall, students in my classroom needed time to mature as writers and multiple
resources for gaining familiarity with unit-specific vocabulary. Professional journals about
student reading and writing can provide a wealth of ideas for how to foster these additional
resources based on the particular needs of the class.
Now that I have collected and analyzed all of my data and accessed multiple sources of
information on word walls, craft lessons, vocabulary, comprehension, and the general subject of
expository writing for primary-grade students, I have found several factors that impact student
writing. As discussed in earlier claims and in the Hoyt (1999), Calkins (2003), and Portalupi
(2004) texts, quality nonfiction writing occurs when students can express their voice, discuss a
topic with which they have familiarity, and read and write for authentic purposes. When any of
these factors are lacking, proficiency may decline as students begin to lose their direction in the
expository writing process.

In examining the two sets of survey results from my class, I observed an overall decrease
is reasons for not wanting to write. The first survey totaled 42 reasons, and the second survey
only totaled 31. Also, the reasons for not wanting to write shifted from the physical (hand being
tired) to the intellectual (not being sure how to put an idea into a sentence). As the students
matured and gained more practice with writing, it seemed that their anxieties lessened, and they
were able to feel more comfortable with their work. In the first survey, six students said that
they didn’t feel like writing because they didn’t know how to spell a word. In the second survey,
only one student, who also receives Title I support, cited this as a reason. Students seemed to
become more comfortable with their sound spellings, but also had more access to the “hard
words” with their vocabulary sheet. The students I observed were more proficient in writing
fictional stories where there were fewer content requirements and they were free to explore the
topic in their own way. They also showed proficiency in expository writing when it was based
on an authentic experience, like in a Thank You letter to a guest speaker.
I believe that the use of the modified word wall (in the form of a vocabulary sheet) was
helpful for some students. It was readily accessible, offered few distractions, and was organized
in a way that made sense to the students. Although not all of the students used it, the ones who
did appeared to benefit from it, even if it was just a “security blanket” so that students could
know that the words were there. More explicit instruction could have been provided on using the
vocabulary chart, and in the future I would like to work with the whole class to develop the chart.
I think that by having the students work together to create the chart, it would be more
meaningful, and the process of creating it would further familiarize them with the vocabulary.
In reading articles from the The Reading Teacher, I encountered several strategies that
teachers are using to work through similar struggles with their students. Barger’s (2006) article

encourages teachers to use “wordplay” in their classrooms. The students should have multiple
opportunities to find, reproduce, retain, and formally use interesting vocabulary words that they
find in the texts that they read. (p. 279) This can be done through an interactive word wall like
the one described by Sabrina Upcraft, or through a word jar, where the vocabulary words can be
written on slips of paper, placed in a jar, and drawn daily as a focus for practice. Duke’s (2006)
article outlines ways to make writing in the classroom more authentic, especially in science
lessons. Some of the suggestions include writing for an audience (as near as students in the
classroom, and as far as researches on the other side of the world) and solving a community
problem. (p. 344) Teaching journals assure there is no shortage of strategies that teachers can
employ to help make science vocabulary and expository writing more engaging for students.
The greatest responsibility lies with the instructor in observing student needs and crafting lessons
and resources to meet those needs.

New Wonderings
Without question, a thoroughly conducted inquiry leads only to more questions,
hypotheses, identification of new variables, and ideas. In my inquiry, I was unable to explore all
of my initial sub-questions, and I also developed more questions as I began to recognize all of
the variables that influence expository writing and students’ attitudes about writing. My new
questions include:
1. How could explicit instruction in expository structure improve writing performance?
2. How might articulating ideas orally before writing help students improve their written
work? What could I do to facilitate this?

3. What are students’ options about specific writing assignments after completing them, and
how can I use their feedback constructively in my instruction?
4. Is overall maturation as a writer the greatest variable in students’ proficiency at this age,
or are there many variables interacting?
5. How can I create an environment in my classroom that is conducive to embracing new
vocabulary and creating positive attitudes about expository writing?

Conclusion
Based on the findings in my first claim, I believe that the most important thing that I can
do with expository writing is make it seem as fun, as adventurous, and as personally meaningful
as fictional writing for my students. When giving expository writing assignments, there should
be room for student interpretation and creativity so that they can use ideas that they are already
comfortable and familiar with to support their writing. Students should be given systematic
ways to explore nonfiction text (like through note-taking lessons) so that they can be comfortable
and familiar with the content. As my students became more comfortable with the content, their
proficiency in the writing assignments generally increased. I think that making unit-specific
vocabulary more accessible early in the unit could be a way that I can pacify anxieties about
spellings and content in expository pieces. I think that my student would have benefited even
more from the vocabulary chart if we could have constructed as a whole group, or possibly in
small groups, at the very beginning of the unit. Having this as an individual resource (as
opposed to a whole-group display) seemed helpful for my class because students were able to
remain focused within their immediate space with their own personal tool.

Being able to analyze the data and look at variables like gender and previous
performances on district assessments was helpful for me because I feel that I gained a more
comprehensive view of both my students’ achievement and the nature of the assignments. I was
able to pull apart each assignment, explore its elements, and learn how they varied across student
performance. In the process of compiling this information, I was able to develop more
systematic ways to look at my students’ performances in other subjects as well, which helped for
work outside of my inquiry.
Finally, in acquainting myself with the current literature about student writing, I was able
to form a more elaborated philosophy of writing, identifying the need for authenticity, multiple
resources for practice with vocabulary, and guiding a student through maintaining his/her voice
in any piece of writing. In the future, I want to develop writing assignments that have an
authentic purpose for the students. Through my observations and data collection, I found that
Thank You letters is one type of assignment that can help with this because the students have had
an authentic experience with the person to whom they are writing. With a more comprehensive
idea of the purpose and ways to implement a word wall, I feel that this is something I would like
to use with my students. In order to keep it from being monotonous, I will update it frequently
during whole-group discussions, and possibly devise different mediums for display (i.e. large
bulletin board, individual hand-out, booklet, etc.). In addition to this, I will provide my students
with many games and routines in the classroom to explore unit-specific vocabulary throughout
the year. As students begin completing writing pieces at the beginning of the year, I would like
to hold conferences with them where we can work on identifying instances of “voice” in their
writing and help them feel confident about their ability to communicate through written work.

With these strategies, I feel that I will be able to help my future students become confident and
capable expository writers.
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APPENDIX A
Inquiry Timeline
•

Feb. 5 – Feb. 9: Collect & analyze baseline data

•

Feb. 12: Distribute and analyze student survey

•

Feb. 12 – Feb. 16: Devise & implement first intervention, revise inquiry brief

•

Feb. 17 – Feb. 18: Compile preliminary literary research

•

Feb. 19 – Feb. 23: Develop recording sheet and analysis method for data collection

•

Feb. 24 – Feb. 25: Finalize literary research

•

Feb. 26 – Mar. 9: Develop annotated bibliography & finalize context, collect data

•

Feb. 28: Data collection for piece 1, writer’s workshop fiction story

•

Mar. 1: Data collection for piece 2, Paleontologist Notebook, skulls

•

Mar. 10 – Mar. 18: Begin data analysis

•

Mar. 19 – Mar. 30: Finish data collection, complete data analysis & begin compiling final
report draft (context, rationale, inquiry vs. project, wonderings, methods, & data
collection)

•

Mar. 22: Data collection for piece 3, Paleontologist Notebook, letter

•

Mar. 23: Data collection for piece 4, Realistic fiction story, finding a fossil

•

Mar. 26: Data collection for piece 5, Thank you letter

•

Apr. 2: Distribute and analyze revised student survey

•

Apr. 2 – Apr. 13: Compose final report draft (data collection, conclusions & evidence,
new wonderings)

•

Apr. 16 – Apr. 24: Revise final report

APPENDIX G
“What do you Already Know” Student Writing Sample

“What do you Want to Know” Student Writing Sample

APPENDIX H
Student Version of Writing Assessment Rubric
My story’s ratings are a ____ and a _____.
I have a beginning, middle, end. (Or
main idea & series of related sentences)
I use sentences of different lengths and
types in an order that makes sense.
It’s focused & related ideas are grouped.
I use simple describing words, &
details.
through my story
in some places
I use more interesting describing
words.
I use capitals correctly
most of the time.
some of the time.
I use ending marks correctly
most of the time.
some of the time.
All no-excuse words are all correct.
Other

APPENDIX I
Words Their Way Scoring Sheet

APPENDIX J
“Writer’s Workshop Fiction Story” Student Writing Sample

”What Can You Learn From a Skull” Student Writing Sample

Expository Writing
APPENDIX B
Whole-Class Survey
Name:
Student Survey Directions: Circle the best answer to each question, or the answer that
matches how you feel. If you want to circle more than one thing, put a star next to the
answer that you agree with the most.
1. I feel excited and happy when the teacher tells me to write about something.
Yes
Sometimes
No
2. I feel nervous and worried when the teacher tells me to write about something.
Yes
Sometimes
No
3. My favorite thing to write in school is:
• Small moment stories
• Pioneer journals
• Science notes (like when we
watch a video)
• Fiction stories

•
•
•
•

Math story problems
Family journals
Literature group work
Thank You letters

4. My least favorite thing to write in school is:
• Small moment stories
• Pioneer journals
• Science notes (like when we
watch a video)
• Fiction stories

•
•
•
•

Math story problems
Family journals
Literature group work
Thank You letters

5. How I feel about writing:
• I want to write all of the time
• I want to write sometimes
• I never want to write
6. When I don’t feel like writing, it is because:
• I don’t know how to spell a word.
• My hand is too tired.
• I want to work on something else.
• I am not sure how to put my idea into a sentence.
• I don’t understand the assignment.
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Expository Writing
Survey Results
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Expository Writing
APPENDIX C
Baseline Data Spreadsheet
Student:
What I
know

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

AVG.

word count

73

42

25

31

40

AB

28

31

38.57142857

sentences
conv.
Errors

5

3

4

4

6

AB

4

5

4.428571429

4

0

0

0

1

AB

0

0

0.714285714

word count

39

25

11

43

16

31

14

12

23.875

sentences
conv.
Errors

2

2

2

4

2

2

2

1

2.125

0

1

1

0

0

0

1

0

0.375

1

some

some

some

yes

yes

some

some

some

y=2, s=6, n=0

2

no

no

some

yes

some

no

some

no

y=1, s=3, n=4

3

TY, MSP

TY

PJ, TY

TY, SMS

FJ

FS

FJ, FS

4

PJ, FJ

LG

FJ, TY
MSP,
LG

SMS

FJ

TY

FJ

SN, PJ

TY=5, FJ=3, MSP=1, SMS=1, FS=1
FJ=3, PJ=2, TY=1, LG=1, MSP=1,
SN=1

5

all

all

never

some

all

some

some

some

a=3, s=4, n=1

6

s.t. else

tired

s.t. else

spell

tired

tired

sent.

tired

tired=4, s.t.=2, spell=1, sent.=1

d't und.

s.t. else

spell

tired

s.t. else

tired=2, s.t.=2, sent.=2, d't=1

Questions

Survey

Mode

tired

sent.

sent.
tired=6, s.t.=4, spell=3, sent.=1, d't=1

Writing
As.
SMS

B, B

BB, BB

B, BB

BB, BB

BB, BB

BB, BB

BB, BB

BB, B

BB, BB

Informative

B, BB

B, BB

BB, BB

BB+, B

BB, B

B, BB

BB, BB

BB, B

BB, BB

Fiction

P, B

B, B

B, B

B+, B

BB, BB

B, B

B, BB

B+, P

B, B

letter

within

letter

letter

letter

letter

within

syll.

letter

name-

word

name-

name-

name-

name-

word

& affix.

name-

alpha.

pattern

alpha.

alpha.

alpha.

alpha.

pattern

middle

middle

middle

late

middle

middle

middle

middle

middle

within

syll.

within

letter

letter

within

within

syll.

within

word

& affix.

word

name-

name-

word

word

& affix.

pattern

alpha.

alpha.

pattern

pattern

W.T.W.
Inv.
Sept.

Feb.

pattern

alpha.

word
pattern

middle

early

early

late

late

middle

early

m/l

early/middle

Inst.

Ind.

Ind.

Inst.

Inst.

Ind.

Inst.

Ind.

Inst./Ind

CACA

AAAC

CCCA

ALAL

ALLL

ALAC

ACLA

ALCC

ALAC

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Inst.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

AACA

ALAA

CACC

CACC

AAAL

AAAA

ACCC

CACA

AACA

R. Record
Sept. (I)
Nov. (K)
Feb. (M)

Ind.

Ind.

Inst.

Inst.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

Ind.

CCAA

AALL

CCAA

CCCA

CCCC

CALC

AAAC

LAAC

CAAC
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Expository Writing
APPENDIX D
Unit-Specific Vocabulary Chart (reformatted to fit this page)
PEOPLE
paleontologist
geologist
draftsman
scientist
photographer
museum
___________________
___________________

TIME
Mesozoic era
Triassic period
Jurassic period
Cretaceous period
layer
prehistoric
ancient
million
temperature
desert

SCIENCE
hypothesis
diagram
collect
research
evidence
information
experiment
observe, observing
measure, measurement
discover, discoveries
curious
mystery, mysterious

FOSSILS
preserve
mold
cast
imprint
petrify, petrification
riverbanks
quarries
mineral

___________________

____________________

___________________

____________________

ANIMALS
dinosaur
creature
reptile
exist, exists, existed
extinct

MOVEMENT
track
quadrupedal
bipedal
stride

____________________
____________________
BONES
skeleton
saurischians
ornithischians
wingspan
____________________
____________________

____________________
____________________

EATING
herbivore
omnivore
carnivore
predator
skull
incisors
molars

VISION
stereovision
nonstereovision
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APPENDIX E
Individual Record Page (blank, reformatted to fit this page)
Name:
Description of Assignment

Description of Avg.
Product

Subject Area

WC/SC

N-E/C-P/HW

Time allotted

Vocab.

Date:
Work Space/Environment

Relevance

NOTES:
KEY: (not included in actual record page, where this space is used for Notes, as designated above)
• Description of Assignment/Instr.= brief overview of directions given prior to the start of the assignment.
These may be written instructions, verbal explanations given by instructor, or a lesson taught prior to the
assignment. An attachment of the lesson plan or assignment page with written instructions may be
substituted for written notes by attaching it to the record page.
• Subject Area= which area of curriculum is being tied in to this assignment. For example, “Science, mold &
cast fossils.”
• Time Allotted= how much time is given to the whole class to complete the assignment. This does not
include how long it actually takes the student to complete it. Details on the time it takes for the student to
complete the assignment in comparison to the time allotted should be addressed in the “Notes” section.
• Work Space/Environment= where the student is working, and under what conditions. For example,
“individual, on carpet with lapboard, notebook, & pencil.”
• Description of Avg. Product= summary of the average level of quality produced for this assignment by the
class as a whole. For example, “5 sentences, 60 words, extremely focused, addresses all components of
question asked.” This will be determined by making comments in the “Notes” section of the performance
of about 5-6 “average” level students in the class, outside of the target group.
• WC/SC= word count and sentence count.
• N-E/C-P/HW= presence of any misspelled “no-excuse” words (this list of words is taped to each student’s
desk, and posted at the front of the room), misuse of capitals and/or periods, quality of handwriting in
comparison to what has been previously-observed as student’s “best” handwriting.
• Vocab.= use of unit-specific vocabulary, as required by the assignment. This will vary significantly based
on the nature of the assignment, and the instructor should also take note of what the expected level of
vocabulary use would be for each individual assignment.
• Relevance= how well the work maintains focus on the original assignment/question.

Expository Writing
APPENDIX F
Post-Writing Interview Questions

1. Was this assignment easy for you? Why?
2. Was this assignment hard for you? Why?
2a. What would have made it easier? (may need to provide several yes/no
prompts)
3. Did you learn anything special from the assignment?
4. Did you do your best work?
5. What could you have done better?
6. How do you think you used your time?
7. Was there anything that helped you do this assignment better and/or made it
easier/more
fun?
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APPENDIX K
Collected Data Spreadsheet
Student:

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

AVG.

1. Fic. Story
126

32

46

59

88

194

131

159

104.375

sentences

words

5

3

5

6

5

13

9

23

8.625

n-e

0

0

6

0

1

5

0

0

1.5

c-p

2

2

2

0

1

0

0

5

1.5

vocab.

4

3

3

6

3

NA

10

2

4.429

relev.

5

2

3

4

2

1

5

4

3.25

2. Skull PN
words

45

24

39

67

64

35

74

36

48

sentences

6

3

5

6

8

3

8

2

5.125

n-e

0

0

1

0

0

0

0

0

0.125

c-p

2

3

5

0

7

2

12

0

3.875

vocab.

8

5

6

12

11

5

12

3

7.75

relev.

3

2

2

4

3

2

3

3

2.75

3. Letter PN
words

54

25

20

52

85

86

110

86

64.75

sentences

5

3

4

4

9

6

11

11

6.625

n-e

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

c-p

0

4

1

0

8

1

5

0

2.375

vocab.

6

4

5

6

18

10

19

16

10.5

relev.

3

2

1

3

4

3

5

4

3.125

4. R.F. Story
words

21

17

23

AB

18

99

114

121

59

sentences

2

2

3

AB

2

5

9

15

5.429

n-e

0

0

1

AB

0

0

0

0

0.143

c-p

0

1

0

AB

2

1

6

0

1.429

vocab.

1

4

6

AB

7

12

18

21

9.857

relev.

2

1

2

AB

1

3

5

5

2.714

5. T.Y. Letter
words

47

0

24

40

39

47

40

42

34.875

sentences

4

0

3

3

4

4

6

3

3.857

n-e

0

NA

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

c-p

1

NA

0

0

4

1

1

0

1

vocab.

9

0

2

6

3

6

4

6

4.5

relev.

5

0

1

5

3

4

4

5

3.375

6. Rev.
Survey

Mode
1

some

some

some

some

some

some

some

some

2

no

no

some

some

some

no

some

no

3

SM

SM

FS, SN

PJ
MSP, TY,
PN
SM, SN,
FS

SM

MSP
4

PJ
FJ

MSP

FJ, LG

FJ

FJ

MSP

fj=3, msp=2, lg=2, ty=1, pn=1

5

some

some

some

some

some

some

some

some

some

s.t.

s.t

s.t.

s.t.

s.t.

sent.

sent.

sent.

hand

sent., d't

FJ

PN

SM

PJ

no
sm=4, fs=2, pj=1, sn=1,

MSP
SM, PJ,
SN
LG TY,
PN

6

MSP

FS, SM

some

PN

msp=3, pn=3, fj=1, ty=1, lg=0
sm=3, pj=3, sn=2, fs=1

s.t.=5, sent.=3
hand=1, sent=1, d't=1

APPENDIX L
Revised Whole-Class Survey
Name:
Student Survey Directions: Circle the best answer to each question, or the answer that
matches how you feel. If you want to circle more than one thing, put a star next to the answer
that you agree with the most.
1. I feel excited and happy when the teacher tells me to write about something.
Yes
Sometimes
No
2. I feel nervous and worried when the teacher tells me to write about something.
Yes
Sometimes
No
3. My favorite thing to write in school is:
• Small moment stories
• Pioneer journals
• Science notes (like when we watch a
video)
• Fiction stories

•
•
•
•
•

Math story problems
Family journals
Literature group work
Thank You letters
Paleontologist Notebook

4. My least favorite thing to write in school is:
• Small moment stories
• Pioneer journals
• Science notes (like when we watch a
video)
• Fiction stories

•
•
•
•
•

Math story problems
Family journals
Literature group work
Thank You letters
Paleontologist Notebook

5. How I feel about writing:
• I want to write all of the time
•
•

I want to write sometimes
I never want to write

6. When I don’t feel like writing, it is because:
• I don’t know how to spell a word.
• My hand is too tired.
• I want to work on something else.
• I am not sure how to put my idea into a sentence.
• I don’t understand the assignment.

Revised Survey Results

APPENDIX M
Email Interview with Sabrina Upcraft, 2/27/07
-How many words do you include in a word wall?
We add 5 words each week. Currently we have 74 words on our word wall.
-How do you introduce it to your students?
At the beginning of the week, we introduce the 5 new words for the week. Then,
we chant the spelling of each word and we write and chant each word. Each day
throughout the week, the children do activities that involve using the word wall.
-How interactive is the word wall?
It is interactive in the sense that the children refer to all the time and use it as they
are writing. They are also asked to use the words during our word wall activities.
-How much does it change throughout the year?
Each week we add 5 new words. We have also begun including unit specific
words. Those will change as the units change.
-Do you only include core words?
No
-If not, how do you decide what additional words should be included?
We have a list of high frequency words that we refer to when choosing the words
to be used. The list came from a word wall web site. It is a list designed to be used in
a first grade classroom. We also add high frequency words that we notice children
having difficulty with in reading or writing.
-What do you feel are the benefits of a word wall, to both your students and yourself?
It serves as a reference for the children. They are able to use it as they write.
They do not have to stop what they are doing and ask for help with words. It also
helps with their reading. They are always reading the words on the wall as they are
working with it. It also introduces the students to dictionary skills in a very kid friendly
manner.
-Are there any other additional ideas you would like to give me?
Make sure that the location of the word wall allows kids to see it from most of the
room. This year for a variety of reasons, I have been using my word wall more again.
I have found that because we make sure they are using it on a daily basis, the kids
use it on their own independently whenever writing.
Here are the web sites I used this year as I was starting up my word wall again:
www.teachnet.com/lesson/langarts/wordwall062599.html
www.k111.k12.il.us/lafayette/fourblocks/word_wall_grade_level_lists.htm

”Letter to Paleontologist” Student Writing Sample

”Realistic Fiction Story, Finding a Fossil” Student Writing Sample

”Thank You Letter” Student Writing Sample

