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Lessons about Writing to Learn from a 
University-High School Partnership

Bradley Peters 

Abstract

This essay focuses on a university-high school partnership that emphasized the 
design and implementation of writing-to-learn tasks in the curriculum of a 
low-income school on “Academic Watch�” A university coordinator of writing 
across the curriculum (WAC) teamed up with a special education high school 
instructor to teach a professional development course, which was sponsored by 
a federal Teacher Quality Enhancement grant� Replicating National Writing 
Project research methods, a follow-up exploratory study yielded statistically sig-
nificant quantitative data and supportive qualitative data that together dem-
onstrated how writing to learn exerts positive effects on student learning out-
comes (“NWP Research Brief ”)� In its emphasis on quantitative data, the study 
sought to avoid what meta-analysts have identified as problems of reliability, 
validity, and control in research on writing� The study’s findings contribute to 
what such analysts call a more “pedagogically useful theory” for implementing 
writing to learn in secondary and post-secondary settings�

I. Problems with Studies of Writing to Learn

The history of scholarship in WAC espouses informal, write-to-learn tasks 
as the supplementary or default method for integrating writing in cross-dis-
ciplinary courses—especially when faculty in universities and high schools 
shy away from assigning written projects that require research, multiple 
drafting, and feedback (e.g., Fulwiler 24-25; Zinsser 154-56; McLeod 4; 
Walvoord, et al. 91-92, 100-102; Bean 97-98; Duffy 118-121). Recent work 
by the Consortium for the Study of Writing in College (CSWC)—a joint 
project between the Council of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA) 
and the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)—reiterates the 
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importance of writing to learn in a new light. In 2008, researchers adminis-
tered 27 supplemental questions about writing practices in the NSSE. They 
drew response from approximately 23,000 students in 82 four-year, post-
secondary institutions selected at random. As the researchers assert:

Results suggest that faculty can increase student engagement in deep 
learning activities and also increase student learning by including 
interactive activities, assigning meaning-constructing writing proj-
ects, and clearly explaining their expectations. The results also sug-
gest that these factors contribute more to the achievement of desir-
able learning outcomes than does the amount of writing faculty 
assign (Anderson, Anson, Gonyea, and Paine).

Based on the CSWC’s indirect measures, the implications for writing to 
learn could persuade many more cross-disciplinary faculties to incorporate 
writing into their pedagogies for the benefit of their students.

However, two contemporary meta-analyses of research on writing to 
learn warn against oversimplifying such claims. The authors of these meta-
analyses, hailing from educational theory, practice, and curriculum devel-
opment, find that the act of writing itself “does not automatically yield large 
dividends in learning”(Klein 206; Bangert-Drowns, et al. 29). Both meta-
analyses suggest that to get the promising results that the CSCW recounts, 
proponents must heed four theoretical claims which have shaped our cur-
rent understanding of writing to learn (Klein 211; Bangert-Drowns, et al. 
30, 32-33). 

First, to deal with unfamiliar materials, students need to use writ-
ing to generate response, personally translate, and collectively share their 
thoughts. Such writing, “being the form of writing nearest speech, is crucial 
for trying out and coming to terms with new ideas” (Martin, et al. 43; also 
see Britton; Vygotsky). Second, to acquire and practice the critical thinking 
that structures relationships among ideas, students should develop a reper-
toire of learning strategies such as defining, classifying, explaining cause-
effect, and substantiating claims (e.g., Emig; Bereiter and Scardamalia; 
Langer and Applebee; Newell; Newkirk). Third, to transform unfamiliar 
material into knowledge, students must review their initial writing, so as to 
elaborate upon, evaluate, organize, and revise what they’ve produced (e.g., 
Bruner, Bereiter and Scardamalia; Flower and Hayes, 1980, 1981). Fourth, 
to develop the metacognitive skills characteristic of self-directed learners, 
they must write to reflect upon “their current understandings, confusions, 
and feelings in relation to the subject matter” (e.g., Bangert-Drowns, et al. 
47; McCrindle and Christensen; Yancey). Both meta-analyses agree that to 
formulate “a more pedagogically useful theory of writing to learn,” class-
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room practices must draw upon each of these four theoretical claims in 
complementary fashion (Klein 255; Bangert-Drowns, et al. 50).

At the same time, both meta-analysts note that most empirical stud-
ies of writing to learn do not elaborate sufficiently on how instructors are 
trained to apply these four claims, how students are taught to compose 
with them, or how the students’ social context affects their composing 
(Klein 207; Bagert-Drowns, et al. 36). Furthermore, they note that even 
the best studies of writing to learn lack control groups, pre/post measures 
of learning, consistent methods, or the detail that compelling ethnographic 
research requires (Klein 205; Bangert-Drowns, et al. 39, 40-41). According 
to this criticism, a dearth of quantitative evidence confirming benefits of 
writing to learn keeps WAC proponents from validating a rigorous theory 
that manages to “generalize across task content,” posit strategies that “fall 
within the zone of proximal development of many students,” and “include 
readily teachable strategies” (Klein 255).

Within composition studies, disciplinary critics agree. Portfolio experts 
Liz Hamp-Lyons and Bill Condon observe that even the assessment of a 
more robust model of writing—including multiple drafts, peer review, 
instructor feedback, revision, and editing—relies upon “the traditional 
crude measures of interrater reliability and criterion validity” (136-137). 
Tougher questions about reliability remain unanswered. Richard Haswell, 
co-author of CompPile, the discipline’s most comprehensive publication 
data base, reports a paucity of “replicable, aggregative, and data-supported” 
studies on theories of writing pedagogy (2005, 210). He notes that neither 
the National Council of Teachers of English nor the Conference on Col-
lege Composition and Communication encourages such studies. Doug 
Hesse, former program chair of CCCC, and Chris Anson, past president 
of the CWPA, both warn that “the lack of compelling findings on pedago-
gies” undermines the power of writing instructors and administrators “to 
respond critically to reports of research that will be used to decide how they 
will teach, what they will teach, and to what ends” (Hesse W421; Anson 
28).

The following pages detail an exploratory project that begins to address 
these problems. I start with brief descriptions of how the project was sup-
ported, where the project took place, who the participants were, and how 
the professional-development course was designed. An account of the fol-
low-up assessment ensues, in terms of who took part in it, how subjects 
were selected, what procedures were established, and how the teachers were 
prepared for the final rating of student learning outcomes. An explanation 
of what quantitative data were collected and how those data were analyzed 
comes next—substantiating why such data might matter to high school 
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teachers, composition instructors, cross-disciplinary faculty, writing pro-
gram administrators, and other stakeholders. This essay ends with a discus-
sion of how certain qualitative data help illuminate the quantitative data 
further, indicating where the follow-up study’s more promising results—as 
well as its limitations—open the way for improved research design, meth-
ods, and future meaningful investigation.

II. A WAC Course in a Rough Environment

This project began when my university’s College of Education responded to 
the federal call of No Child Left Behind to intensify coordination between 
higher education and school districts. The Dean successfully applied for a 
five-million dollar Teacher Quality Enhancement (TQE) grant sponsored 
by the US Department of Education. She invited the College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences—where secondary teacher certification programs are 
housed—to participate. The TQE grant would fund a partnership with an 
urban district, where several of the professional-development schools at the 
elementary and secondary levels were on Academic Watch. As WAC coor-
dinator and instructor of a teacher certification course in writing meth-
ods for middle and high school, I saw a promising opportunity to imple-
ment National Writing Project methods and materials without also getting 
caught up in the extensive fundraising, cost-sharing, and accounting prac-
tices that federal law requires (NCLB, Title II, Part C, Ch. C, Subpart 2, 
Sect. 2332). 

Setting

The professional-development high school that the TQE grant identified 
had a poverty-income index of 58%, with an ethnic mix of 28% black, 20% 
Hispanic, 47% white, and 5% “other” (“Great Schools”). The potential for 
ethnic tensions—in combination with egregious inequities in state school 
funding1—contributed “to the social turbulence of adolescents in so many 
schools like this” (Kozol 28). About 25-30% of the teachers transferred 
out annually (JHS Improvement Plan 3). One semester during the school’s 
involvement with the TQE grant, nearly three-quarters of the math depart-
ment resigned. Another semester, a reading teacher was thrown against a 
wall when she attempted to stop a fist-fight. After she got out of hospital, 
she never returned. 

Administrators used the same revolving door. Four different principals 
served throughout the grant’s five years. The district transferred one princi-
pal to another school. In a highly racialized controversy, another was fired 
because he changed 842 failing grades to passing, to improve the school’s 
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annual state report card (“Preliminary Report” 9). Two bomb threats, stu-
dent protests, and school closings occurred while a substitute principal tried 
to restore order. Peace only came when the fourth took over.

Participants

Experienced participants in university-high school collaborations else-
where assert that teachers need the opportunity “to experience education 
as a working continuum, not as a fragmented system in which their indi-
vidual voices cannot be heard” (Morris, et al. 169). Participants in this 
project were all too familiar with such fragmentation. Because this profes-
sional-development school was on Academic Watch, district administra-
tors required teachers to take several weeks away from content instruction 
every semester, to have students practice as well as take the requisite battery 
of standardized tests. The tests often did not coincide with what teachers 
taught, e.g., students had test questions on earth science, but no high school 
courses in earth science (Prairie State Achievement Examination 55-59; “Sci-
ence Curriculum”). To teachers’ further frustration, district administrators 
micromanaged curriculum, imposing new test-score improvement pro-
grams upon all content areas, sometimes on a per-semester basis.

Surprisingly, when several teachers in the high school met to discuss 
implementing WAC as part of the TQE grant’s objectives, they showed 
keen interest. In particular, they speculated that integrating writing-to-
learn activities might provide a consistent method to shore up the teach-
ing of content in their subject areas, offsetting—as one teacher put it—the 
school district’s predilection for “prescribing fad-of-the-month gimmicks to 
bolster test scores.” We agreed upon three main goals:

•	 Offer an on-site course to teach writing in various subject areas
•	 Work with faculty to enhance writing/ reading in their individual 

classes
•	 Coordinate with faculty to design authentic assessment of writing

A special education reading teacher with strong experience, energy, and 
commitment to writing joined me as course co-facilitator. During the next 
three years—despite the dramatic distractions—31 teachers from 11 dif-
ferent disciplinary areas enrolled (zoology, business, economics, English, 
French, history, physical education, math, music, Spanish, reading, and 
special education). Three administrators participated as well: a counselor, a 
truant officer, and one of the principals. This enrollment represented 20% 
participation from a high school with 100 full-time teachers and 21 para-
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professionals. The course turned out to be the single-most sustained part of 
the TQE grant’s high school involvement, while unrepeated classes or single 
workshops predominated (JHS Improvement Plan 18-21).

Course Design

We based the WAC course on four best practices identified by the 1998 
National Assessment of Educational Progress. The practices corresponded 
closely to the four theories that this essay mentioned previously:

•	 Get students to plan informal writing at least twice a month
•	 Discuss students’ writing strategies with them, in the context of 

course content
•	 Have students do some form of redrafting
•	 Ask students to collect their writing, so they can examine and reflect 

upon what they’ve learned (Nagin 44)

The teachers themselves engaged in these four practices. They welcomed the 
notion that assigning long, formal papers was unnecessary (see Bean 117). 
Course activities involved developing a series of four sets of closely linked, 
informal prompts for a semester. Each set asked students to write three 
or four brief, impromptu responses about a central concept that students 
needed to learn. Each impromptu response comprised a separate day’s 5-10 
minute writing activity. An interactive discussion or reading assignment 
about the concept preceded or followed. Each prompt encouraged students 
to engage in what teachers defined as one or two specific learning strategies, 
leading up to a slightly longer 10-15 minute activity that required students 
to redraft and synthesize what they’d written before. A short, reflective 
prompt wrapped up each set. Just so, this sequenced approach applied the 
four theoretical claims of writing to learn.

To illustrate, a zoology teacher developed this set of prompts on flat-
worms:

•	 Write a paragraph about general traits of the phylum Platyhelmin-
thes, and describe traits that differentiate the four classes. 

•	 Choose two parasitic flatworms that we’ve read about or studied on-
line, comparing their life cycles. Identify intermediate and determi-
nate hosts, and the stage of development that the flatworms are found 
in each host. Then draw two comparative charts, using scientific and 
common names.
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•	 Choose a third parasitic flatworm that we’ve researched. Write about 
the disease that it causes, where and how people ‘catch’ the disease, 
what symptoms occur, how the disease is cured, and how you’d avoid 
it.

•	 With two other students, write a public health pamphlet informing 
a community about the health problems that one specific species of 
flatworm cause. Provide information about its life cycle, prevention, 
symptoms, and public health sources. Include photos and drawings.

•	 What were the three most important things you learned from writing 
about flatworms? Identify what was most difficult, and explain why. 
What did we do that was most helpful to you? Again, explain why.

Although we didn’t suggest that teachers grade student responses to 
these prompts, we developed a rubric that incorporated state standards, 
to evaluate if students met expectations, missed, or excelled (see Elbow 
86-87). The rubric’s third criterion also included learning strategies that 
Klein and Bangert-Drowns, et al. had identified.

Table 1: Rubric (Score = sum of ratings for each criterion divided by 4 and rounded 
to nearest tenth)

CRITERIA
3-exceeds 
expectations

2-meets 
expectations

1-misses 
expectations

Comprehension of 
Task—ability to respond 
informally to what a 
writing prompt asks

Student always 
understands 
and follows 
instructions 
exactly.

Student usually 
understands 
and follows 
instructions.

Student often 
misunderstands 
or disregards 
instructions.

Content—ability to convey 
knowledge of course 
content obtained from 
reading or listening

Student provides 
information 
that is accurate 
and detail that 
supports it very 
well.

Student provides 
information that 
is mostly accurate 
and detail that is 
adequate.

Student provides 
information that 
is not accurate 
and/or detail that 
is insufficient.

Strategies—ability to 
apply, analyze, back up, 
compare, classify, critique, 
define, describe, evaluate, 
explain, exemplify, 
illustrate, interpret, 
question, reflect, review, 
show cause-effect, solve, 
synthesize, translate, etc.

Student shows 
clear control 
over the strategy 
or strategies 
that the prompt 
requires.

Student shows 
satisfactory 
evidence of 
understanding 
and practicing 
the strategy or 
strategies required.

Student shows 
little or no 
evidence of 
understanding 
the strategy 
or strategies 
required.

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 34, Number 2, Spring 2011 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



WPA 34.2 (Spring 2011)

66

CRITERIA
3-exceeds 
expectations

2-meets 
expectations

1-misses 
expectations

Language usage—ability 
to develop a readable 
response and to use 
conventions of grammar 
and punctuation

Student’s 
response is very 
articulate, and 
errors are too 
minimal to 
worry about.

Student’s response 
is fairly easy to 
read, and errors do 
not keep me from 
understanding.

Student’s response 
is illegible and/
or difficult to 
understand, and 
errors confuse 
me.

At the end of the course, the teachers reviewed their folders and reflected 
on what was especially valuable about designing and incorporating these 
informal, write-to-learn tasks into their curricula. The zoology teacher 
said: “The most valuable part of this second-semester project was putting 
together more than one linked set of writing assignments… I have learned a 
very different approach to getting students to write.” A math teacher noted 
that he now wanted to use writing to help students realize how course 
content was applicable to their lives—and “not just another hoop to jump 
through for that doggy treat of a diploma…. To make this work, I have to 
rethink how and what I am teaching.” An English teacher offered the fol-
lowing comments: 

Writing good prompts depends on many different factors—break-
ing a task down, audience, timing, talking about yourself as a writer, 
helping students develop a knowledge base, explaining terms, and a 
classroom’s behavioral context. I know a lot of these ideas already, but 
making me think about them, sort them out, and use them has been 
really beneficial.

III. The Follow-up Assessment

Although the WAC course had encouraged teachers to rethink their teach-
ing practices, my co-facilitator and I wondered who would go on apply-
ing the principles they’d learned, and what outcomes might emerge. Four 
of our alumni from zoology, economics, English, and history volunteered 
to give at least a year to do an assessment project. The co-facilitator added 
reading to the mix. Later, the history teacher had to withdraw for personal 
reasons.

Selection of Subjects and Procedures

The follow-up project drew students from various disciplines and grade 
levels (9 through 12) who engaged in sustained, impromptu writing and 
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assembled it in folders that we assessed. Students did a final reflection let-
ter that: 

•	 Explained which they thought was their strongest example and why
•	 Critiqued which was weakest and why
•	 Defined which three concepts they felt they had learned best
•	 Reflected on how writing had helped them learn those concepts 

Participating teachers identified one class where students would do sus-
tained, informal writing and another, like class where students would not. 
Students in both the “writing-folder” and “non-folder” classes completed all 
other coursework (e.g., worksheets, lab reports, term papers, collaborative 
projects, exams). They all wrote a brief piece before and after their course-
work, so we could gauge if the writing-to-learn groups had made any gains. 
For instance, “pre-course” economics students in both the writing-to-learn 
and control classes wrote about a personal problem (financial or otherwise) 
they had worked through. For the “post-course” activity, the same students 
identified what they thought was America’s most compelling economic 
problem, how it affected them or their families, and how the country might 
work through it to achieve a stronger recovery from the recession. Such 
pre-/post- writing samples are valid and may show statistically significant 
gain “if exact measures match what teachers are actually teaching and stu-
dents actually practicing in their writing” (Haswell, “Assessment”).

The teachers from senior economics and junior zoology participated for 
one year, while the teachers from sophomore AP English and freshmen spe-
cial education reading volunteered for two. During the first year, I observed 
classes in zoology, English, and reading, to get a clear idea of classroom 
dynamics. I also visited an economics class once. Both years, we all met 
every two weeks to compare several factors, including:

•	 Design of the sequenced writing prompts
•	 Feedback students received (commentary and primary-trait scoring2)
•	 Gains that students ostensibly made from writing to learn
•	 Progress in the “folder” and “non-folder” classes

All teachers wrote quarterly reflections to detail what insights they were 
gaining about their students’ learning outcomes and their own teaching. 
For one semester, a student teacher in economics joined our bi-weekly dis-
cussions, so he could understand the project and consistently administer 
the prompts that the economics teacher designed.
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Preparation and Final Assessment

Every quarter during the two years, we rated sample folders from a stron-
ger and weaker student in each course. The teachers and I used the rubric 
shown in Table 1, based on the three-point scale. Then we discussed how 
and why we rated the four criteria.

At the end of each year, two teachers other than the teacher of record 
rated the teacher of record’s folders (e.g., the special education and English 
teachers rated zoology folders). For the first year, two teacher-certification 
specialists from my university—one in history and one in English—also 
rated each class set. I served as a rater for both years. Being the only reader 
who had rated all student work, I also used the rubric to rate the pre/post 
writing samples from all folder and non-folder classes. After rating the pre/
post writing, I checked my scores against the pre/post scores that each 
teacher of record had assigned. Finally, each teacher wrote a reflection about 
what they had learned that year.

Under these protocols, we hoped to control not only for validity, as 
researchers advise, but also for reliability, given the primary variables of 
grade level, subject area, length of participation, and ability grouping (see 
Hamp-Lyons and Condon 137-138).

IV. Findings

The quantitative data in this section provide insights about student learning 
outcomes in ways that indirect methods or qualitative data cannot. Brief 
rationales accompany each statistical measure, to validate assessment meth-
ods and to explain the extent to which writing to learn may have exerted a 
positive effect.3

Basic Data and Statistical Measures

Raters assessed a total of 88 folders: 49 at the end of the project’s first year 
and 39 at the end of the second. In 2008, the three high school teachers, 
two university teacher certification specialists, and I rated each of 49 fold-
ers for a total of 245 scores. In 2009, the three high school teachers and I 
rated each of 39 folders for a total of 117 scores. In addition, I rated 61 pre-/
post-course writing samples from the folder group and 55 pre/post samples 
from the non-folder group.

Pearson r was calculated to correlate interrater reliability between dif-
ferent pairs of raters. Means and standard deviations were calculated for 
scores on each of the four rubric criteria—comprehension of task, content, 
strategies, and language usage—to find the students’ collective central 
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tendencies as well as their central tendencies in each subject area. Percent-
ages were calculated for scores on each of the rubric’s criteria to compare 
the students’ overall dispersion of written performances and the dispersion 
of their written performances in each different subject area, grade level, 
and ability group. A t test for unequal samples was calculated between the 
scores for the pre-/post-course writing samples, both for the folder groups 
and the non-folder groups, to see: (A) what differences existed between the 
groups, and (B) if those differences might be statistically significant (see 
Steinberg 235). Effect size was calculated to judge if any statistical signifi-
cance between scores for pre-/ post-course writing samples might be large 
enough to claim that writing to learn indeed did make an impact on the 
folder groups’ learning outcomes. Finally, means, standard deviations, and 
percentages were calculated for each rubric criterion in the pre-/post-course 
writing samples, to compare in more detail where the folder and non-folder 
groups’ strengths and weaknesses lay.

Interrater reliability

Pearson r is a common calculation to determine correlations between pairs 
of scores.4 Tables 2 and 3, below, identify the Pearson r correlations for each 
pair of raters. To illustrate, the Table 2 correlation of scores between raters 
NC and LG in special education reading 2008, which had 9 students, is 
r(7) = .88, p < .01. This result shows that Pearson r at 7 degrees of freedom 
is +.88, with less than a 1% probability, p, that the correlation of scores is 
due to chance (see Steinberg 409). To state that the raters agreed upon the 
benefits that students in special education reading gained from writing to 
learn is overly optimistic, however, because 9 constitute such a small sam-
ple size.5 A more convincing correlation exists between DS and BP (me) in 
zoology 2008, where r(18) = .91, p < .01. The result comes from a larger 
group of 20 students (18 df ), showing that there is less than a 1% probabil-
ity, p, that the correlation occurred by chance.

Interrater reliability was strongest and most consistent for the zoology 
2008 and economics 2009 folders. It was the weakest and least consistent 
for English 2008 and special education reading 2009. The seemingly high 
2009 special education correlation coefficients yield lower or no statistical 
significance because there were only 6 students who completed folders by 
the end of that year. As seen, a fairly diverse range of correlations showed 
up among pairs of raters. Yet many more correlations were statistically sig-
nificant than not, with p ranging from <.01 to <.05. I tended to give the 
lowest ratings, accounting for three of the Pearson r coefficients that failed 
to demonstrate statistical significance. The university teacher certification 
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specialists did not join the second year of assessments because funds were 
cut back. Further comments on these and other results appear in the dis-
cussion section that follows. 

Central Tendencies and Dispersion of Scores

Calculating central tendencies and the dispersion of scores makes it easier 
to aggregate and compare groups of different sizes, by “mapping” results 
back to criteria such as those in the rubric used for this project (Suskie 258-
260).

Table 4, below, provides means, standard deviations, and a percentage 
dispersion of scores. An immediate good sign that writing to learn might 
have had a positive impact is that the means for the rubric’s individual cri-
teria, as well as overall scores, tended to range no more than .5 beyond 2, 
the point for meeting expectations. The means tended to be lowest and 
standard deviations highest with the most challenging criteria—content 
accuracy and learning strategies. Comprehension of written tasks generally 
appeared to present less of a challenge, as did language usage. In general, 
the means for AP English tended to skew higher as might be anticipated. 

An aside: it is preferable to calculate standard deviation with no less 
than 30 subjects. But in these data sets, calculating standard deviation for 
the means of smaller groups seemed appropriate and instructive because 
the numbers satisfied another important condition: overall dispersion of 
percentages in each subject area, as well as in all subject areas combined, 
approximated a typical bell curve (see Steinberg 453). Standard deviation 
was also necessary for calculating the overall percentage dispersions.

Table 4. Scores analyzed by Means, Standard Deviations, and Percentages

Student Learning Outcomes Mean S�D� Exceeds Meets Misses

All subjects (Grades 9-12, two years, n=88, 362 readings)

Comprehension of task 2.17 .58 27% 63% 10%

Content 1.98 .69 23% 52% 25%

Strategies 2.09 .69 29% 51% 20%

Language usage 2.25 .66 38% 50% 12%

OVERALL 2.15 .54 23% 58% 19%

AP English (Grade 10, two years, n=36, 148 readings)

Comprehension of task 2.43 .51 43% 56% 1%

Content 2.36 .56 40% 56% 4%

Strategies 2.5 .55 52% 45% 3%
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Student Learning Outcomes Mean S�D� Exceeds Meets Misses

Language usage 2.55 .49 55% 45% 0%

OVERALL 2.48 .40 20% 73% 7%

Zoology (Grade 11, one year, n=20, 100 readings)

Comprehension of task 1.95 .56 13% 69% 18%

Content 1.64 .67 11% 42% 47%

Strategies 1.77 .69 15% 47% 38%

Language usage 1.99 .64 19% 60% 21%

OVERALL 1.86 .52 17% 63% 20%

Economics (Grade 12, one year, n=17, 51 readings)

Comprehension of task 2.18 .51 23% 71% 6%

Content 1.98 .61 18% 63% 19%

Strategies 1.94 .65 17% 59% 24%

Language usage 2.62 .49 63% 37% 0%

OVERALL 2.21 .45 19% 59% 22%

Sp. Ed. Reading (Grade 9, two years, n=15, 63 readings)

Comprehension of task 1.94 .59 14% 65% 21%

Content 1.66 .62 8% 51% 41%

Strategies 1.75 .54 5% 65% 30%

Language usage 1.65 .51 1% 62% 37%

OVERALL 1.77 .43 14% 67% 19%

Setting up a percentage dispersion of scores for each criterion provides 
a more detailed comparison of how the students performed in their dif-
ferent subject areas, grade levels, and ability groups (Suskie 258-259). For 
instance, even though the language usage of grade 12 economics students 
was hands down the strongest, that skill did not help them outdo the grade 
10 AP English students in content mastery and learning strategies. Indeed, 
economics students’ overall dispersion compared more readily to zoology 
and special education reading.

AP English dispersions seem less of an anomaly when separated out over 
the two years, in Table 5. Very similar central tendencies and percentages 
of dispersion emerged:
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Table 5. Comparison of Scores/Percentages for 1st and 2nd-Year AP English Folders

Student Learning Outcomes Mean S�D� Exceeds Meets Misses

1st YEAR:  AP English (Grade 10, n=20, 100 readings)
Comprehension of task 2.42 .50 42% 58% 0%
Content 2.34 .57 39% 56% 5%
Strategies 2.52 .52 53% 46% 1%
Language usage 2.55 .50 55% 45% 0%
OVERALL 2.48 .39 20% 53% 27%

2nd YEAR:  AP English (Grade 10, n=16, 48 readings)
Comprehension of task 2.44 .54 46% 52% 2%
Content 2.40 .54 42% 57% 1%
Strategies 2.46 .62 52% 42% 6%
Language usage 2.56 .50 56% 44% 0%
OVERALL 2.48 .43 21% 52% 27%

What stands out at once is the near-exact overall dispersion of percentages 
for both years, along with the large percentage of folders that seemed to 
miss expectations. Means in AP English were so high that when analyzed 
apart from other subject areas, folders receiving overall scores of 2, “meets 
expectations,” fell into the category of “misses” instead.

Unlike AP English students, Table 6, below, shows that special educa-
tion readers in the first year seemed to have stronger means than those in 
the second year—even though the second-year students seemed to have put 
in a stronger performance overall:

Table 6. Comparison of Scores/Percentages for 1st and 2nd-Year Special Ed Read-
ing Folders

Student Learning Outcomes Mean S�D� Exceeds Meets Misses

1st YEAR:  Sp. Ed. Reading (Grade 9, n=9, 45 readings)

Comprehension of task 1.93 .61 16% 62% 22%

Content 1.69 .67 11% 47% 42%

Strategies 1.78 .56 7% 64% 29%

Language usage 1.69 .51 2% 65% 33%

Overall 1.79 .47 18% 60% 22%
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Student Learning Outcomes Mean S�D� Exceeds Meets Misses

2nd YEAR:  Sp. Ed. Reading (Grade 9, n=6, 18 readings)

Comprehension of task 1.94 .54 11% 72% 17%

Content 1.56 .51 0% 56% 44%

Strategies 1.61 .5 0% 61% 39%

Language usage 1.5 .51 0% 50% 50%

Overall 1.67 .31 22% 67% 11%

Closer examination of the two sets of scores suggest that even with weaker 
language usage, the year-two special education students comprehended the 
writing tasks better. However, they appeared to be less proficient at relaying 
content, and they perhaps found exercising the learning strategies more of a 
challenge than the year-one students.

Statistical Significance and Meaningful Difference

The pre-/post-writing samples from folder and non-folder groups in this 
project came from students in separate sections of the same class in each 
subject area. The folder and non -folder groups were of unequal sizes. For 
such independent groups, a t-test with unequal sample sizes was the appro-
priate calculation to determine how probable it was that a specific treat-
ment, such as engaging students in writing-to-learn tasks, might result in a 
difference in the folder groups’ outcomes (Steinberg 235; 454).6

As with Pearson r, the final calculation, t, for this two-sample test yields 
a figure that translates into probability, p. For example, in Table 7, t for the 
combined folder and non-folder groups (114) equals 7.581. Probability, p, is 
less than one chance in a thousand that the difference in post-course means 
between folder and non-folder groups is due to mere chance (see Steinberg 
239).

Table 7. Statistical Significance of Score Differences between PRE/POST Writ-
ing Exercises*

Subject Areas
Pre-Course 
Means

S�D�
Post-Course 
Means

S�D�

COMBINED

Folder group  (n=61) 1.98 .39 2.33 .46

Non-Folder group (n=55) 1.97 .44 1.72 .40
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Subject Areas
Pre-Course 
Means

S�D�
Post-Course 
Means

S�D�

           SIGNIFICANT? No Yes

t (114) = 7.581, p < .001

AP ENGLISH

      Folder group (n=32) 2.11 .38 2.36 .35

      Non-Folder group (n=35) 2.17 .35 1.88 .37

       
      SIGNIFICANT? No Yes

t (65) = 5.516, p < .001

ECONOMICS

      Folder group (n=19) 1.93 .33 2.35 .66

      Non-Folder group (n=11) 1.77 .33 1.42 .28

        SIGNIFICANT? No Yes

t (28) = 4.494, p < .001

SP. ED. READING

      Folder group (n=10) 1.59 .30 2.19 .32

      Non-Folder group (n=9) 1.41 .33 1.48 .34

        SIGNIFICANT? No Yes

t (17) = 4.7059, p < .001

*Pre/Post data from zoology incomplete.
 
Although the folder and non-folder groups scored very similar means on 
the pre-coursework writing samples, the statistical differences between the 
folder/non-folder groups on the post-coursework writing samples were con-
sistently significant, suggesting higher learning outcomes in writing for the 
folder groups. Moreover, calculations for the non-folder groups in AP Eng-
lish and economics show that the means of their post-coursework writing 
scores even dropped a bit, as did combined groups.

Numbers of pre/post writing samples (61) for the folder groups in Table 
7 do not match numbers of folders (88) in Table 5 for several reasons. A few 
students in the folder groups for AP English and special education reading 
did not do both a pre- and post-coursework writing sample. Two econom-
ics students’ folders did not get read during the scoring sessions, but this 
oversight did not present a reason to exclude scoring their pre/post samples. 
More unfortunately, data for post-coursework writing from the non-folder 
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zoology group was not collected, and the pre/post data set for the folder 
group in zoology was too small to be representative of the class (only six 
students did pre- and post-coursework writing). Despite the missing data, 
the theory that writing to learn makes an impact on student learning out-
comes strengthens with these statistics. 

Yet again, calculating statistical significance for a t-test with unequal 
sample sizes does not suffice because it does not determine the practical 
importance of an outcome. That is, a calculation to measure effect size had 
to be performed to determine if the difference between the folder/non-folder 
groups was in fact not only statistically significant but also large enough 
to suggest a meaningful impact on common practice (Steinberg 364). The 
formula for calculating effect size for a two-sample t test is called effect size 
r. The acceptable range for a small effect is less than .25; a medium effect, 
.25 to .40; a large effect, .40 or more (366). Table 8 shows that not only was 
it highly probable that the writing-to-learn tasks had a statistically signifi-
cant impact on student learning outcomes, but that the correlation between 
writing to learn (WTL) and student learning outcomes—in the context of 
this research—was also consistently large:

Table 8. Effect size r of Writing-to-Learn Tasks

Subject Area Effect size Correlation of WTL to Outcomes
Combined .579 Large
AP English .565 Large
Economics .647 Large

Sp. Ed. Reading .752 Large

Table 9 returns to the method of breaking down percentages on how 
folder and non-folder groups performed on different criteria in the post-
coursework writing samples. Although it might have been instructive to 
separate out all subject areas as well as examine the combined subject areas 
(as in Table 4), such an extensive analysis did not seem appropriate because 
of the more informative measures of statistical significance and effect size. 
A look at the “larger picture,” on the other hand, did seem useful:
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Table 9. Scores/Percentages for POST Writing Exercise, Folder/Non-Folder 
Groups

Student Learning 
Outcomes

Mean S�D� Exceeds Meets Misses

FOLDER groups in Econ, AP Eng & Sp. Ed. Reading (n=61)

Comprehension of task 2.13 .53 21% 71% 8%

Content 2.38 .64 46% 46% 8%

Strategies 2.51 .57 54% 43% 3%

Language usage 2.28 .55 33% 62% 5%

Overall 2.33 .46 28% 59% 13%

NON-FOLDER groups in Econ, AP Eng & Sp. Ed. Reading (n=55)

Comprehension of task 1.72 .53 4% 65% 31%

Content 1.54 .63 7% 40% 53%

Strategies 1.51 .61 5% 40% 55%

Language usage 1.98 .30 4% 91% 5%

Overall 1.72 .40 11% 65% 24%

While folder groups appear to have benefitted more from writing to learn 
overall, neither the folder nor the non-folder groups fell more than 5% 
below expectations in language usage. These descriptive measures sug-
gest the students in the folder group were not necessarily better writers. 
Yet the difference between dispersion of other scores for folder and non-
folder groups was as dramatic as the differences among means. Therefore, 
although we must exercise caution in making too much of data collected 
from only one post-coursework writing exercise, it appears that systemati-
cally designed write-to-learn tasks did have a positive impact. The folder 
group showed greater ability to retain course content. The folder group also 
had a greater command of strategies for thinking critically about that con-
tent, whether the students were low-achievers or high, across grade levels 
9, 10, and 12.

V. Discussion

In this project, we wondered if quantitative data would support the 
CSWC’s claim that short writing-to-learn tasks not only engage students 

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 34, Number 2, Spring 2011 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



Peters / Lessons about Writing to Learn from a University-High School Partnership 

79

in deep learning, but also increase it. Our results promise to contribute to 
a validation of writing to learn as sound pedagogical practice. However, we 
discovered an underlying statistical problem: the relation of the number of 
variables to the number of tests of significance greatly increased the chance 
that significant effects would be found. Future studies should avoid such a 
design flaw. Moreover, two aspects of the study’s design created limitations 
that must be addressed: (1) how interrater reliability was established; and 
(2) how the classes were chosen. Examining these two aspects again leads 
to insights about method and biases. These limitations can, in turn, become 
research questions about best practices that may guide future research 
toward more rigorous controls and, ultimately, toward a more robustly 
developed, pedagogically useful theory of writing to learn. 

This discussion must also focus on a third concern: what happens to 
research when one of its participants becomes a target of administrative 
disapproval because of her commitment to a project? Such a concern speaks 
to the political reasons why quantitative data must become an essential part 
of our understanding of a pedagogical theory whose roots drink so deeply 
from humanism and its ethical traditions.

How do we best establish reliability?

The argument that raters need only to decide, essentially, whether a students’ 
collection of written work meets, doesn’t meet, or exceeds expectations has 
existed in our discipline’s assessment literature for several years, and it is 
persuasive (Elbow 1996). Yet if this approach to writing assessment is as 
reliable as it is persuasive, it should stand up to a measure of co-efficiency 
such as Pearson r, which checks to see if “the values of accuracy, depend-
ability, stability, consistency, or precision” are “operationalized” between 
pairs of raters (Parkes 2). The findings indeed suggested as much, but even 
under carefully established controls and a reasonably well-developed rubric, 
reliability can be compromised if raters are unsure about assessing student 
learning outcomes in a subject area different from their own.

Yet again, this project also heeded the caveat that good writing assess-
ment must be balanced with ongoing, thoughtful discussion among the 
teachers who assess. Only so can a “reading community” evolve “in which 
reliability grows out of the readers’ ability to communicate with each other, 
to grow closer in terms of the ways they approach the samples” (Hamp-
Lyons and Condon 133).

Our qualitative evidence supports this assertion. During the first-year’s 
third-quarter session, teachers rated sample folders which, by then, con-
tained a substantial amount of writing. The zoology teacher remarked: 
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“Getting to this point takes a long time, but putting everything together 
and looking at it as a whole was very exciting.” She saw that students 
“showed consistent writing” and also “showed work that scored consis-
tently” on the rubric. At the end of the year, when it was time to score the 
entire class set of folders, her colleagues confirmed her remarks. In looking 
over what students had written, the special education teacher said, “You 
could actually see the progression of growth through the different animals.” 
Both the zoology teacher and the special education teacher were struck as 
well by the similarities between their students. The zoology students were 
struggling with Latinate terminology that presented as much of a reading 
challenge to them as the “remedial” material posed to the special educa-
tion students.

A similar response governed the scoring during the second year. The AP 
English teacher noted in particular why she scored the special education 
students’ folders as she did:

The success that stood out most was with [the special education] 
group. As I read those folders, I struggled. It was a really good strug-
gle, though. The pile of entries that was the smallest would be the 
one you would think would take the least amount of time. It actu-
ally took me the longest. You could see such thought going on in the 
minds of the students.

The economics teacher agreed, adding, “Often the concerns and successes I 
had in my room were the same as my colleagues despite the variety of sub-
jects and classroom settings in which we teach.”

The teachers found that meeting regularly throughout the year and talk-
ing about the learning objectives they were trying to accomplish with their 
students in different subject areas ultimately helped them assess the learn-
ing outcomes in those subject areas with more confidence. The economics 
teacher verified as much: “The process allowed us to identify common chal-
lenges, successes, strategies, and brainstorm solutions to problems.” 

Occasions for such closely controlled inter-disciplinary collaboration 
are rare, however. Future research—especially in a high school setting—
might best be conducted among teachers in the same subject area, where 
they more uniformly understand the specific content and disciplinary con-
ventions of writing and believe they have the knowledge to assess their stu-
dents’ mastery of each.
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How do we best choose our research samples?

In this project, each teacher chose which class did the writing-to-learn 
tasks, and which did not. At the very least, this liberty could lead to sample 
bias because of the likelihood that teachers chose an available folder-group 
whom they hoped would perform well, or conversely, chose an available 
non-folder group whom they suspected would perform not so well (see Gay 
100). As the project progressed, teachers invested time and effort in develop-
ing or revising writing-to-learn tasks, adding to the possibility that experi-
menter bias could also have increased in concert with their expectations of 
improved student learning outcomes (219). Moreover, students themselves 
knew that they were involved in a university project that accounted for the 
extra writing they were doing, which could have invoked a sense that the 
folder groups were somehow special—and which could even have caused 
them to become more interested in (or aloof to) the writing-to-learn tasks.7

At the same time, the teachers chose their folder and non-folder classes 
at the year’s beginning when they didn’t know the students in either group 
very well. As the study progressed, developments occurred in the folder 
groups, causing the teachers to make adjustments that seemed to have 
an equalizing impact on how they treated both the folder and non-folder 
classes. For instance, the AP English teacher felt that the students in her 
year-one folder group sometimes tended to write responses that didn’t 
answer her questions, or more often, didn’t demonstrate sufficient use of 
the learning strategies she wanted them to master. She asked herself: “Why 
am I doing what I am doing—how am I teaching the material to best fit 
the needs of my students? Am I accurately measuring their growth and 
learning?” Consequently, she not only expected students to revise, but she 
revised her prompts as well. Comparing two of her tasks on Twelve Angry 
Men demonstrates:

Year one:
•	 Discuss any experiences you have witnessed with our jury system (for 

example, on television).
•	 Do you think juries are always fair to the person being tried?

Year two:
•	 Discuss a time when you worked with a group, explaining trouble, 

conflicts, satisfaction. Compare it to a situation in the play, where the 
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jury does or doesn’t work together. How do such examples affect your 
opinion of how people work together?

•	 After reading the play, discuss why you do or don’t think people are 
truly granted a fair trial. Why do or don’t you believe our system 
works?

Such revisions also affected how she taught her non-folder classes. “I think 
both classes compare,” she observed. “I ended up having the same discus-
sions in both classes. It was as though my prompts guided our class discus-
sions and questions without me even knowing it.” 

The zoology and economics teachers observed as well that their folder 
classes informed them how to teach their non-folder classes more effec-
tively. During the first quarter, for instance, the zoology teacher became 
concerned about her weaker students in the folder class “just copying down 
information without truly understanding.” One student confirmed her sus-
picions by asking why the class was studying protozoans, why they were 
looking at these creatures under a microscope, and what protozoans had to 
do with him. Why indeed? She started to incorporate the kinds of questions 
he asked, not only into her consequent writing-to-learn tasks, but into her 
discussions with folder and non-folder classes alike. At the quarter’s end, she 
reported that “most of my students now have an appreciation for the envi-
ronmental and human connections of the phyla we have studied, includ-
ing water quality, parasitism, and other dangers to humans.” The insight 
she gained carried through to other units in both the folder and non-folder 
classes.

In a similar vein, the economics teacher observed: “The students in both 
classes completed numerous short-answer quizzes as the units progressed 
and scored very similarly.” Moreover, he—along with the student teacher 
he had the first semester—both noticed that the responses his folder class 
wrote to the writing-to-learn tasks helped them as teachers develop bet-
ter test questions and conduct more focused, thorough discussions for the 
folder and non-folder classes alike.

The economics teacher wanted his students not merely to understand 
economic principles, but to realize how those principles affected their lives. 
The writing-to-learn tasks helped him see how he might develop the kind of 
teacher-student dialogue that could sustain such an objective. He reflected:

On both the final writing prompts and the multiple-choice tests, 
there was a clear difference in the basic understanding of the units as 
well as the personal connection that the students [in the folder class] 
made with the material. I think this outcome is largely due to the 
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feedback I provided on the prompts, the discussions we had based on 
the prompts, and the personal insight I gained as a result of reading 
their written responses to the prompts.

Given the foregoing qualitative data, it seems reasonable to speculate that 
the participating teachers’ concern about their students learning outcomes 
in both the folder and non-folder classes helped offset some of the biases 
that this project failed to avoid. And even if the biases still had an effect on 
the quantitative results, the efforts that the teachers made to create a bal-
ance between folder and non-folder classes seem to have helped the results 
remain meaningful as well. Moreover, the teachers came to appreciate the 
student outcomes that writing to learn enabled in a variety of academic sub-
ject areas, grade levels, and above all, ability levels.

Why do we do research?

Even the best findings in a research project are diminished if they do not 
have an impact on the context in which the research takes place. This 
assertion is especially true in a school beset by the everyday problems that 
accompany high levels of poverty among the students.

During the first year of the project, the special education teacher did 
not expect that the class she chose to study would present such a major 
challenge. Black males predominated. As the project moved forward, she 
suspected that many of the young men had been placed in the class for 
behavioral issues rather than learning disorders. Accordingly, many of them 
tended to resist everything she asked them to do—and she had to find 
ways to work with their resistance. Bit by bit, she began to focus less on 
the reading program that the district expected her to teach. They hated it. 
She searched for supplemental materials that she felt were more relevant to 
her students and deployed the writing-to-learn methods that the program 
didn’t recommend. She knew her students needed more and that state law 
would back up her efforts (see Quenemoen, et al.).

To illustrate, when the special education students began Mildred Tay-
lor’s The Well: David’s Story, she set the following prompt: “Although it is 
never said, prejudice plays an important part in The Well. Why did Char-
lie hate the Logans so much?” The students read and reread the relevant 
passage. Then they discussed the answer. Finally, they wrote. One of her 
more recalcitrant students turned in a response that said: “Hammer David 
beat. Knock his ass, No.” The special education teacher asked him to read 
it aloud. He laughed and exclaimed, “What the hell does that say!” She 
smiled in reply: “You wrote it. You tell me.” He revised his answer as fol-
lows: “Hammer and David got beat because Hammer hit Charlie. It wasn’t 
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fair, cuz Charlie hit David first. Charlie should have been punished too 
but he white so he don’t get punished”—a concise summary and an accu-
rate interpretation, but one which required extra patience and persistence 
to elicit.

The high school principal at that time did not support the special edu-
cation teacher’s efforts. Instead, he seemed to hold her responsible when six 
of the students in her folder group either stopped coming or got expelled, 
so she had to assign them failing grades. He denied her requests to get 
involved in school leadership opportunities. He dismissed her expertise in 
faculty meetings. He cast so many doubts on her teaching abilities and her 
“reluctance to teach by the book” that at one point, she seriously consid-
ered resigning.

Notwithstanding, when the time arrived for the school to do the year’s 
battery of standardized tests, the special education teacher decided that she 
would do writing-to-learn exercises with her students to help prepare them. 
She suggested to the principal that the school sponsor a workshop to show 
other teachers how to do the same. He ignored her. “If he fires me,” she said, 
“maybe I’ll go back to school to get my PhD.” She redoubled her efforts 
with her students and did only the most minimal work with the district’s 
required reading program. The result? All of her students who continued 
to attend class and put forth an effort to do their work managed to pass 
the tests. At the end of the year, she wrote a kind of contract with herself, 
drawing up four resolutions:

•	 Do more writing, even if it’s shorter than a paragraph
•	 Do more scaffolding to get more extended responses
•	 Create opportunities for more personal connections to the reading
•	 Don’t get sidetracked or discouraged by behavior

In the second year of the project—after the district dismissed the princi-
pal—two of her folder-group students who had failed other courses were 
assigned again to a class of hers for further “remediation.” She chose that 
class as her folder group. She knew they would benefit from another year 
of writing to learn.

Results from this project may not substantiate the broad claim that 
special education readers in ninth grade may demonstrate better student 
learning outcomes if they practice writing to learn. But the results can 
quantitatively and qualitatively challenge the lacuna in our research that 
leads critics to say: “For poor writers, or students with little confidence or 
interest in writing, writing tasks can be detrimental to motivation…. The 
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content learning of poor writers may not benefit from writing to learn” 
(Bangert-Drowns, et al. 6; 53). However, to lead teachers away from more 
narrowly defined classroom assessments that have no connection to valid 
learning strategies, our research must examine many more “combinations 
of writing ability and subject area competence,” to produce the “complex 
interactions” of data that will not only convince teachers, but their admin-
istrators as well (6; 53).

VI. Conclusion

Collaboration between university writing program administrators and high 
school teachers most commonly takes place at National Writing Project 
sites. Nevertheless, educational grants also present an opportunity to pilot 
productive professional development partnerships. This exploratory project 
suggests that such partnerships can provide the training and follow-up nec-
essary for cross-curricular faculty to produce statistically significant student 
learning outcomes through the implementation of writing to learn. This 
project also suggests the efficacy of specific practices in writing to learn, 
even in difficult learning environments. By replicating appropriate con-
trols and practices in other secondary and post-secondary settings, future 
research promises to substantiate a robust pedagogical theory of writing 
to learn that is solidly based upon quantitative rather than anecdotal evi-
dence. Such quantitative evidence, in turn, can help cross-curricular teach-
ers and writing specialists resist overreliance on standardized tests as the 
preferred—or oftentimes the only—measure of student learning.

Notes

1. In Illinois, where the study occurred, public schools rely primarily on local 
tax bases. Low-income neighborhoods always suffer (Street 54-55).

2. Commentary was very brief, e.g., “Why do you make this claim?”; “What 
did you leave out of your explanation?” While the reading and English teachers 
used the general rubric, the zoology and economics teachers substituted descrip-
tions of primary traits for “Content” that more specifically reflected their subject 
areas—i.e., “understands key concepts in zoology”; “reports accurate economic 
facts.”

3. Professor Balikrishna Hosmane and graduate assistant Ujjwal Das, 
checked and provided feedback on this study’s calculations. Professor David 
Walker, editor of Multiple Linear Regression Viewpoints, gave advice on interpret-
ing and presenting results. An anonymous reviewer also offered valuable critique 
of the “Findings” section.
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4. Cohen’s Kappa, another measure of interrater reliability, was not used 
because the rubric did not deploy absolute scoring, e.g., past/fail (see Wood).

5. Our statistical consultants did not suggest calculating effect size here—a 
measure described below for a t-test—because this use of Pearson r focused on the 
similarities or differences between readers, not between scores. 

6. Pearson r was not calculated for the ratings of the pre/post writing samples 
between folder and non-folder groups because rating conditions were different. 
I compared but did not average my own ratings with each teacher of record’s. I 
disagreed with teachers’ ratings in 5 instances (3 economics non-folder students; 
1 English non-folder student; 1 English folder student). I consistently rated lower 
overall, and on all disagreements rated lower (e.g. 1.5 to 2.5).

7. This first type of bias among research subjects is known as the “Haw-
thorne effect,” while the second is called a “novelty effect” (Gay 431, 433).
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