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Abstract
Writing is an essential but complex skill that students must master if they are to 
take full advantage of educational, occupational, and civic responsibilities. Schools, 
and the teachers who work in them, are tasked with teaching students how to write. 
Knowledge about how to teach writing can be obtained from many different sources, 
including one’s experience teaching or being taught to write, observing others teach 
writing, and advise offered by writing experts. It is difficult to determine if much of 
the lore teachers acquire through these methods are effective, generalizable, or reli-
able unless they are scientifically tested. This special issue of Reading & Writing 
includes 11 writing intervention studies conducted primarily with students in the 
elementary grades. It provides important new information on evidence-based writ-
ing practices.

Keywords Writing · Writing intervention · Evidence-based · Elementary grades · 
Writing instruction

Research and teaching writing

There are many different ways that teachers can learn about how to teach writing. 
One way of acquiring such knowledge is by teaching this skill to others. As teachers 
apply different instructional procedures, they form judgments about the value and 
efficacy of these practices. In essence, they learn by doing (Graham, 2018).

A second way teachers learn about how to teach writing is by observing others 
and learning from them (Graham, 2018). Teachers likely remember some of the 
instructional methods used by those who taught them to write (e.g., teachers, men-
tors, parents, guardians, and peers). They may in turn adopt some of these practices 
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when they teach their own students. This may be particularly true for instructional 
practices they considered effective.

Teachers can gain additional insight into teaching writing by observing and 
absorbing insights offered by others who have taught writing or studied how to teach 
it. This includes knowledge acquired from instructors teaching literacy and writ-
ing courses as well as experts offering advice on writing instruction at conferences, 
through workshops, podcasts, or other forms of information sharing. Teachers may 
also learn about teaching writing by discussing this topic with their peers or observ-
ing them as they teach writing.

A third source of knowledge that teachers can access are published materials 
about how to teach writing. This includes textbooks and articles on the subject, cur-
riculum guides, commercial materials, and position statements from professional 
organizations to provide just a few examples. These resources can further involve 
digital sources such as videos demonstrating how to apply specific writing proce-
dures, experts promoting specific teaching techniques, or web sites devoted to writ-
ing instruction.

The concern

Given all of the possible knowledge sources teachers can access or experience, there 
is an abundance of information, recommendations, and teaching materials on how 
to teach writing that is available to teachers. This blessing experiences at least one 
serious limitation. Too often, there is limited, circumscribed, or no evidence that the 
proffered advice, know-how, or wisdom works. There are many claims about what is 
effective, but too little proof. Unfortunately, this observation applies to much of the 
lore that teachers acquire about writing instruction.

Teaching lore mainly involves writing practices teachers experienced when they 
learned to write, instructional practices teachers develop and apply with their stu-
dents, writing practices they see other teachers apply, and teaching practices pro-
moted by experts (Graham & Harris, 2014). While we have no doubt that teachers 
and experts possess considerable knowledge and insight about how to teach writing, 
basing the teaching of this complex skill on such lore alone is risky.

Why is this the case? One reason is that it is difficult to determine which aspects 
of teaching lore are valid. For example, there are many things a teacher does while 
teaching writing. When their students’ writing improves, they may attribute this 
change to specific procedures they applied. While this evaluation may be correct, it 
is also possible that this judgment is incorrect or only applies to some students or to 
a procedure in a given context.

Teachers are not the only ones who can succumb to such selective bias. Specific 
teaching lore promoted by writing experts are also susceptible to misinterpretation in 
terms of their effectiveness. To illustrate, writing experts can overestimate the impact 
of favored instructional methods, forming judgments consistent with their philo-
sophical views on writing development or instruction. For instance, proponents of 
the whole language approach to learning to read and write believed that writing and 
reading develop naturally just like oral language (Goodman, 1992). Consistent with 
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these beliefs, they championed an approach to literacy instruction based on the use of 
informal teaching methods (e.g., reading and writing for real purposes), while at the 
same time deemphasizing explicitly and systematically teaching students foundational 
writing and reading skills and strategies (Graham & Harris, 1997). Instead, these skills 
are only taught when the need arises, mostly through short mini-lessons. Advocates 
for whole language frequently promoted the effectiveness of this two-pronged approach 
(Begeron, 1990), without providing much in the way of empirical evidence that it was 
effective, or perhaps even more importantly, that it was as effective as other alternatives 
such as reading and writing programs that emphasized reading and writing for real pur-
poses, coupled with systematic and explicit skills and strategy instruction (Graham & 
Harris, 1994). Even for fundamental writing skills such as spelling, there is considera-
ble evidence that both informal teaching and explicit instruction are effective (Graham, 
2000; Graham & Santangelo, 2014), while whole language approaches are fundamen-
tally misguided about what is written language (Liberman, 1999).

Whole language is not the only approach to teaching writing that has suffered 
from questionable claims about its effectiveness. Even the venerable Donald Graves 
was guilty of this to some degree with the process approach to writing that he sup-
ported and advocated (see Smagorinski, 1987). The evidence he offered in support 
of his favored approach to teaching writing relied in large part on testimonials and 
exemplar writing of selected students, presenting a potentially overly optimistic 
assessment of this approach. This is not to say that the process approach is ineffec-
tive, as there is now considerable empirical evidence supporting the opposite con-
clusion (Sandmel & Graham, 2011). Instead, this example illustrates that adopting 
whole cloth even highly popular and widely used teaching lore without careful con-
sideration of its effectiveness and the evidence available to support it can be risky. 
The lack of evidence or the type of evidence provided can make it extremely dif-
ficult for teachers or other interested parties to determine if the testimonials or evi-
dence used to support specific teaching lore in writing are representative or atypical.

A third issue that makes some teaching lore risky is that it may be based on the 
experience of a single or a very small number of teachers. As an example, this can 
occur for knowledge a teacher acquires as a result of his or her experience teach-
ing writing. The teaching practice(s) may in fact be effective for the students in this 
teacher’s classroom, but they may not be effective when applied by another teacher 
or with different students. Until this proposition is tested, there is no way to deter-
mine if this teaching lore will produce reliable results when applied more broadly.

As these concerns demonstrate, the validity, generalizability, and replicability of 
instructional practices based on teaching lore are uncertain. This is not to devalue 
what teachers or experts know, but to demonstrate the limits of this knowledge.

Evidence‑based writing practices

The concerns about the value of teaching lore raised above raises the question: How 
should the structure and details of writing instruction be determined? The solution 
that we recommend is to take an evidence-based practice approach to both enhance 
teachers’ knowledge and develop writing instruction. Starting with medicine in 
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the 1990s, and spreading quickly to psychology, informational science, business, 
education, and a host of other disciplines, this movement promoted the idea that 
practitioners in a field should apply the best scientific evidence available to make 
informed and judicious decisions for their clients (Sackett et al., 1996). The basic 
assumption underlying this approach is that the findings from research can positively 
impact practice. The evidence-based practice movement was a reaction to practi-
tioners basing what they did almost strictly on tradition and lore, without scientific 
evidence to validate it.

One reason why this represents a positive step forward in education and the 
teaching of writing is that instructional practices based on high quality intervention 
research addresses the three issues of concern we raised about teaching lore. First, 
high quality intervention studies address the issue of validity. They are designed 
specifically to isolate the effects of a specific instructional practice or set of instruc-
tional practices. They provide systematically gathered evidence on whether the 
instructional practices tested produced the desired impact. They further apply meth-
odological procedures to rule out alternative explanations for observed effects. Sec-
ond, high quality intervention studies address issues of generalizability by describ-
ing the participants and the context in which the practice was applied, and by using 
statistical procedures to determine the confidence that can be placed in specific find-
ings. Three, they address the issue of replicability, as the replication of effects across 
multiple situations is the hall mark of scientific testing (Graham & Harris, 2014).

Another reason why the evidence-based approach represents a positive step for-
ward in terms of teaching writing is that the evidence gathered from high quality 
intervention studies can provide a general set of guidelines for designing an effective 
writing program. Graham et al. (2016) created such a roadmap by drawing on three 
sources of scientific evidence: true-and quasi- experimental writing intervention 
studies, single-case design studies, and qualitative studies of how exceptional lit-
eracy teachers taught writing (see also Graham & Harris, 2018). They indicated that 
the scientific evidence from these three sources supports the development of writing 
programs that include the following. Students write frequently. They are supported 
by teachers and peers as they write. Essential writing skills, strategies, and knowl-
edge are taught. Students use word processors and other twenty-first century tools to 
write. Writing occurs in a positive and motivating environment. Writing is used to 
support learning. Based on several recent meta-analyses of high quality intervention 
studies (Graham, et  al., 2018a, b; Graham, et  al., 2018a, b), Graham now recom-
mends that the evidence also supports connecting writing and reading instruction 
(Graham, 2019, 2020).

A third reason why the evidence-based approach is a positive development is that 
it provides teachers with a variety of techniques for teaching writing that have been 
shown to be effective in other teachers’ classes and in multiple situations. While this 
does not guarantee that a specific evidence-based practices is effective in all situa-
tions, a highly unlikely proposition for any writing practice, it does provide teachers 
with instructional procedures with a proven track record. This includes, but is not 
limited to (Graham & Harris, 2018; Graham et al., 2016):

Setting goals for writing.
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Teaching general as well as genre-specific strategies for planning, revising, 
editing, and regulating the writing process.
Engaging students in prewriting practices for gathering, organizing, and 
evaluation possible writing contents and plans.

Teaching sentence construction skills with sentence-combining procedures.

Providing students with feedback about their writing and their progress 
learning new writing skills.

Teaching handwriting, spelling, and typing.
Increasing how much students write; analyzing and emulating model texts.
Teaching vocabulary for writing.
Creating routines for students to help each other as they write.
Putting into place procedures for enhancing motivation.
Teaching paragraph writing skills.
Employing technology such as word processing that makes it easier to write.
It is also important to realize that an evidence-based approach to writing does 

not mean that teachers should abandon the hard-earned knowledge they have 
acquired through their experiences as teachers or learners. The evidence-based 
movement emphasizes that teachers contextualize knowledge about teaching writ-
ing acquired through research with their own knowledge about their students, the 
context in which they work, and what they know about writing and teaching it 
(Graham et  al., 2016). When applying instructional practices acquired through 
research as well as teaching lore, we recommend that teachers weigh the benefits, 
limitations, and possible harm that might ensue as a consequence of applying any 
teaching procedure. Once a decision is made to apply a specific practice, it is 
advisable to monitor its effectiveness and make adjustments as needed.

Finally, while the scientific testing of writing practices has provided considera-
ble insight into how writing can be taught effectively, it is not broad, deep, or rich 
enough to tell us all we need to know about teaching writing. It is highly unlikely 
that this will ever be the case. We operate on the principle that there is no single 
best method for teaching writing to all students, nor is it likely that science will 
provide us with formulas to prescribe exactly how writing should be taught to 
each student individually. Writing, learning, children, and the contexts in which 
they operate are just too complex to make this a likely consequence of the evi-
dence-based movement. As a result, we believe that the best writing instruction 
will be provided by teachers who apply evidence-based practices in conjunction 
with the best knowledge they have acquired as teachers and learners, using each 
of these forms of knowledge in an intelligent, judicious, and critical manner.

Over time, we anticipate that evidence-based practices will play an ever 
increasing role in the process described above. This is inevitable as our knowl-
edge about evidence-based writing practices expands. This brings us to the pur-
pose of this special issue of Reading & Writing: An Interdisciplinary Journal. 
This special issue presents 11 writing intervention studies focusing almost exclu-
sively with students in the elementary grades. These studies were conducted in 
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Europe and the United States, and they replicate and extend prior research con-
ducted with young developing writers.

The special issue

Perhaps the most tested writing instructional practice of all time, and the one yield-
ing the largest effects sizes (Graham et  al., 2013), is the Self-regulated Strategy 
Development (SRSD) model developed by Karen Harris (see Harris et al., 2008 for 
a description of this approach). Several studies in the current special issue tested 
specific iterations of the use of the SRSD model as a means for teaching writing to 
elementary grade students. Collins and her colleagues examined the effectiveness of 
teaching third grade students in the United States task specific strategies for plan-
ning and drafting expository essays using information from social studies text using 
this model. This instruction enhanced the quality of students’ texts and resulted in 
improvement on a norm-referenced measure of writing where students identified 
their favorite game and provided reasons why this was the case.

In a second SRSD study conducted with second and third grade children in 
Spain, Salas and her colleagues examined if teaching planning and drafting strat-
egies for writing an opinion essay was equally effective with children from more 
and less disadvantaged backgrounds. SRSD was equally effective in improving the 
opinion writing of children from both backgrounds, but carryover effects to reading 
comprehension (a skill not taught in this study) only occurred for students from less 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

A third study by Rosario and his colleagues involved a secondary analysis of data 
from an investigation in Portugal where third grade students were taught to write 
narratives using SRSD procedures and a story writing tool they developed. Their 
reanalysis focused on students experiencing difficulties learning to write showing 
that they differed in their approach and perceptions of teacher feedback. The major-
ity of these children were able to use the feedback provided by their teacher and 
viewed it as helpful.

A fourth investigation by Hebert and his colleagues taught fourth grade students 
in the United States to write informational text using five text structures (descrip-
tion, compare/contrast, sequence of events, problem–solution, and cause effect). 
While the authors did not indicate they used SRSD to teach these strategies, the 
teaching methods mirrored this approach. In any event, the instruction provided to 
these children enhanced how well they wrote all five of these different kinds of text. 
These effects, however, did not generalize to better reading performance.

Lopez and her colleagues in Spain examined three approaches to improving sixth 
grade students’ writing. Students in all three conditions were taught how to set com-
municative goals for their writing. Students in one treatment condition were taught 
a strategy for revising. Students in a second treatment condition observed a reader 
trying to comprehend a text and suggesting ways it might be improved. Control stu-
dents continued with the goal setting procedures. Students in both treatment condi-
tions improved their writing and revising skills more than control students, but there 
were no differences between these two treatments.
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In another Spanish study conducted by Rodriguez-Malaga and colleagues, 
the impact of two different treatments on the writing of fourth grade students was 
examined. One treatment group learned how to set product goals for their writing, 
whereas the other writing treatment group learned how to set product goals and 
strategies for planning compare/contrast texts. Only the students in the product goal 
and planning strategy treatment evidenced improved writing when compared to con-
trol students.

Philippakos and Voggt examined the effectiveness of on-line practice-based pro-
fessional development (PBPD) for teaching genre-based writing strategies. Eighty-
four second grade teachers were randomly assigned to PBPD or a no-treatment 
control condition. Treatment teachers taught the genre-based writing strategies with 
high fidelity and rated PBPD positively. Even more importantly, their students writ-
ing evidenced greater improvement than the writing of students in control teachers’ 
classes.

Walter and her colleagues in England examined the effectiveness of two writing 
interventions, sentence combining and spelling instruction, with 7 to 10  year old 
children experiencing difficulties learning to write. As expected, sentence combin-
ing instruction improved sentence construction skills, but even more importantly, 
these researchers found that the degree of improvements in sentence writing was 
related to students’ initial sentence, spelling, and reading skills.

In another study focused on improving students’ sentence construction skills, 
Arfé and her colleagues in Italy examined the effectiveness of an oral language inter-
vention to improve the sentence construction skills of fifth and tenth grade students. 
This oral treatment did enhance the sentence writing skills of the younger fifth grade 
students. This study provides needed evidence that interventions aimed at improving 
oral language skills transfer to writing.

Chung and his colleagues in the United States examined if sixth grade students’ 
writing can be improved through self-assessment, planning and goal setting, and 
self-reflection when they revised a timed, on-demand essay. These students as well 
as students in the control condition were also taught how to revise such an essay. 
Treatment students evidenced greater writing gains, and were more confident about 
their revising capabilities than control students.

Lastly, Graham and his colleagues in the United States examined if the revis-
ing behavior of fourth grade students experiencing difficulties with writing can be 
enhanced through the use of revising goals that focused attention on making substan-
tive when revising stories (e.g., change the setting of the story). Applying such goals 
across four stories had a positive effect on the revising behavior of these students 
when these goals were not in effect, resulting in more text-level revisions, more revi-
sions that changed the meaning of text, and more revisions rated as improving text.

The 11 intervention studies in this special issue of Reading & Writing are 
particularly noteworthy for several reasons. One, some of these studies (n = 4) 
concentrated on improving students’ skills in writing informational and exposi-
tory text. This is an area that has not received enough attention in existing writ-
ing literature. Two, enhancing students’ revising was the goal of multiple studies 
(n = 4). Again, too little attention has been given to this topic with either younger 
or older students. Three, it was especially gratifying to see that a pair of studies 
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examined how to enhance sentence writing skills. This has been a neglected area 
of writing research since the 1980s. Four, multiple studies focused on improving 
the writing of students who experienced difficulties learning to write (n = 3). This 
is an area where we need much more research if we are to maximize these stu-
dents’ writing success. Finally, more than half of the studies in this special issue 
(n = 6) were conducted in Europe, with the other half conducted in the United 
States. It is important to examine if specific writing treatments are effective in 
different social, cultural, political, institutional, and historical context (Graham, 
2018), as was done with the four studies that applied SRSD to teach students 
strategies for writing.

We hope you enjoy the studies presented here. We further hope they serve as a 
catalyst to improve your own research if you are a writing scholar or your teaching if 
you are a practitioner.
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