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PREFACE

The doctoral dissertation presented in this volume has been developed at
University of Leén within the Doctoral Program in Educational Psychology and
Educational Sciences (Programa de Doctorado en Psicologia Educativa y Ciencias de
la Educacion de la Universidad de Le6n) regulated by Royal Decree 99/2011 (Real
Decreto 99/2011). From 2015 to 2019 the thesis has been covered by a predoctoral
grant (Beca de Formacién del Profesora Universitario — FPU) awarded to the PhD
candidate by the Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport (Ministerio de
Educacion, Cultura y Deportte, grant reference: FPU014/04467). According to the
regulations established by the doctoral program, this research is the fruit of several
mandatory activities aimed at improving PhD students’ research career. Two of these
activities are particularly relevant to understand the format of this dissertation, and

therefore deserve particular emphasis in this section.

The first activity involves working with foreign research teams typically
through research stays abroad taken by the PhD student. The author of this thesis
took a 3-month research stay at Vanderbilt University (Nashville, U.S) under the
supervision of Dr. Douglas Fuchs, partially funded by BBVA Foundation. She then
completed a second research stay, also for three months, at Nottingham Trent
University (Nottingham, U.K) under the supervision of Dr. Mark Torrance and
funded by the Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport (Ministerio de
Educacion, Cultura y Deporte). Both host institutions and researchers provided
invaluable support for the completion of this thesis. On the basis of these two

research stays, the present dissertation has been recognised as an international thesis.

The second activity requires the publication of a minimum of three scientific
articles in high status journals. At least one of the journals selected should be indexed
in Journal Citation Reports (JCR) while the remaining two should be indexed in well-

known data basis such as In-RECS, Google Scholar Metrics or Scopus. The present
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dissertation includes four manuscripts, three of which are already published in British
Journal of Educational Psychology (chapter 3, indexed in Q1 in JCR, impact factor: 2.481),
Reading and Writing (chapter 5, indexed in Q2 in JCR, impact factor: 1.942) and Papeles
del Psicologo (chapter 4, indexed in Q3 in Scopus, impact factor: 0.266). The four
manuscript has been submitted to Journal of Literacy Research (chapter 6, indexed in Q2
in JCR, impact factor: 1.8806). The fulfilment of this requirement makes it possible to
present and defend this thesis under the modality of compendium of publications
(compendio de publicaciones). This means that the main body of the thesis will

comprised a collection of the four manuscripts referenced above.

The present thesis is framed within the research line on the teaching of written
composition led by Dr. Raquel Fidalgo (Universidad de Leon) and Dr. Mark Torrance
(Nottingham Trent University) both supervisors of this thesis. Specifically, this
dissertation expands their research line by exploring the teaching of writing at the very
beginning of compulsory education. This involves two major focuses: instruction on
high-level writing processes from lower-primary grades; and prevention of writing
disabilities through the Response to Intervention model. The research included in this
thesis has received external funding. On the one hand, those studies addressing the
use of strategy-focused instruction in early educational stages and an empirical review
of writing assessment measures and instructional practices (chapters 3 and 4 of this
thesis) have been funded by a competitive project awarded to Dr. Raquel Fidalgo
from 2016 to 2021 by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness
(Ministerio de Economia y Competitividad, grant reference: EDU2015-67484-P
MINECO/FEDER). On the other hand, those studies related to the implementation
of the first two tiers of the Response to Intervention model (chapter 5 and 6 of this
thesis) have been funded by the 2016 BBVA Foundation Grant for Researchers and

Cultural Creators also awarded to Dr. Raquel Fidalgo from 2016 to 2018.
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According to the regulations of University of Leén for the presentation of
doctoral dissertations as a compendium of publications, this thesis is structured in
four sections: introduction, aims and method, results and conclusions. The
introductory section (chapter 1) presents the state of art and sets the theoretical
framework that supports the four studies included in this thesis. Chapter 2, in turn,
includes a detailed description of the aim and method of each study. Information that
could not be included in the method section of the papers, given the maximum length
allowed by the selected journals, is provided in chapter 2. Results are presented as
four chapters (chapters 3 to 6) and include the four scientific manuscripts described
above. The last two chapters present the general conclusions of the doctoral
dissertation both in English (chapter 7) and in Spanish (chapter 8), in response to the
international nature of this thesis. These conclusions are based around instructional
and preventive guidelines to support the acquisition of writing competence in eatly
educational stages. Conclusions are presented alongside with contributions of this

thesis, its limitations and future research lines.
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Teaching written composition at the start of compulsory education

ABSTRACT

Mastery of writing competence constitutes an essential requirement of
compulsory education, given the key role of writing in and outside the academic field.
However, a significant percentage of students find difficulties in its acquisition due to
the cognitive complexity entailed by the writing process. The present doctoral
dissertation aims to promote a proper acquisition of writing competence from the
very beginning of compulsory education through an innovative approach based on
two key aspects: instruction on high-level cognitive processes of writing in early
educational stages; and prevention of learning disabilities in writing through the
implementation of the Response to Intervention model (RTI). This overall aim
becomes more specific in four studies, three of them of empirical nature and the

fourth one a review.

The first empirical study explores the efficacy of strategy-focused planning
instruction before students have automatized transcription skills.  This study
comprised a sample of first-grade students who received an instructional program
focused on text-planning, compared to a control condition. Overall text quality was

measured at pretest, posttest and follow-up.

The subsequent three studies offer a theoretical and practical framework for
the effective implementation of the RTI model in the teaching of written
composition. At a theoretical level, the review study presents an analysis of the
assessment measures and effective instructional practices that can be applied within
the RTT model. At an applied level, the last two empirical studies explore the efficacy
of a two-tiered RTI model for the teaching of written composition at the start of
compulsory education. These two studies comprised samples of students in first and
second grade who received instructional programs focused both on planning and
transcription skills, in the first two tiers of the RTI model. Tier 1 was delivered by

regular teachers, while students’ parents participated in the implementation of Tier 2.
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Abstract

We assessed transcription skills, overall text quality in narrative writing and non-verbal
ability through pretest, posttest, follow-up and progress monitoring measures. Parents

and teachers perceptions on the RTI program implemented were also evaluated.

In view of the results, it is possible to conclude that instruction on high-level
writing processes benefits students’ writing performance even when transcription
skills have not been automatized yet. We also provide preliminary results on the
effectiveness of a multi-tiered intervention based on the first two tiers of the RTI
model to improve students’ writing performance and, thereby, to prevent future
writing difficulties. Additionally, our results indicate good buy-in of the model from
both parents and teachers. Therefore, we suggest that the RTI model can be feasibly
and effectively implemented in the context of writing instruction at the beginning of

compulsory education.

From a scientific perspective, our research contributes to define the nature of
writing instruction at the very beginning of compulsory education, emphasizing the
need to provide combined instruction in low and high-level processes and to frame
this instruction within the RTI principles. From an educational perspective, it
provides educators with an overall framework and explicit instructional guidelines to
promote a proper acquisition of writing competence from early educational stages
and prevent learning disabilities in writing. On the basis of these conclusions and
contributions, we discuss limitations of our research and suggest future research lines

on the field of early writing instruction.
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Adquisicién de la competencia escrita al inicio de la educacién obligatoria

RESUMEN

El dominio de la competencia escrita constituye un requisito fundamental de
la educacién obligatoria, dado el papel clave de la escritura dentro y fuera del ambito
académico. Sin embargo, un porcentaje considerable de alumnos encuentra
dificultades en su adquisicion, debido a la complejidad cognitiva del proceso escritor.
La presente tesis doctoral pretende promover una adecuada adquisiciéon de la
competencia escrita desde el comienzo de la educaciéon obligatoria mediante un
enfoque novedoso basado en dos aspectos: la instrucciéon en procesos cognitivos de
orden superior de la escritura en edades tempranas; y la prevencion de las dificultades
de aprendizaje en escritura mediante la aplicacion del modelo de Respuesta a la
Intervencion (RTI). Este objetivo se concreta en cuatro estudios, tres de ellos de

naturaleza empirica y un cuarto de revision.

El primer estudio empirico explora la eficacia de la instruccion estratégica en
el proceso de planificacion textual antes de que exista un dominio autorregulado de
las habilidades de transcripcion. La muestra estuvo compuesta por alumnos de 1° de
Educacién Primaria que recibieron un programa instruccional focalizado en
planificacién textual, comparados con una condicién control. Se evalué la calidad

textual a través de medidas pretest, postest y de seguimiento.

Los tres estudios restantes ofrecen un marco tedrico-practico para la
implementacion efectiva del modelo RTT en la ensefianza de la composicién escrita.
A nivel tedrico, el estudio de revision presenta un analisis de las medidas de evaluacién
de la escritura y las practicas instruccionales efectivas susceptibles de ser aplicadas
bajo el modelo RTI. A nivel aplicado, los dos tltimos estudios empiricos exploran la
eficacia de una intervencién multinivel en los dos primeros niveles del modelo RTI
para la ensefianza de la competencia escrita al comienzo de la educacién obligatoria.
Las muestras de estos dos estudios estuvieron formadas por alumnos de 1° y 2° de

Educacion Primaria con los cuales se aplicaron programas instruccionales centrados




Resumen

transcripcion y planificacion en los dos primeros niveles del modelo RTI. El primer
nivel fue implementado por los docentes mientras que los padres participaron en la
implementacién del segundo nivel. Se evaluaron las habilidades de transcripcion, la
calidad textual en composiciones narrativas y las habilidades no verbales a través de
medidas pretest, postest, de seguimiento y de monitorizacion del progreso. Ademas,
se evaluaron las percepciones de padres y profesores sobre el programa RTI

implementado.

De acuerdo con los resultados obtenidos, es posible concluir que la instruccién
en procesos de orden superior de la escritura beneficia el rendimiento escritor incluso
cuando el alumnado atn no ha automatizado las habilidades transcriptoras. Ademas,
se proporcionan resultados preliminares sobre la eficacia de una intervencién en los
dos primeros niveles del modelo RTI en la mejora del rendimiento escritor del
alumnado y, por extension, en la prevencion de dificultades de aprendizaje en
escritura. Asimismo, los resultados indican una buena aceptaciéon del modelo por
parte de padres y profesores. Por tanto, se sugiere que el modelo RTI puede ser
aplicado de modo factible y efectivo al contexto de instruccién en escritura al

comienzo de la educacion obligatoria.

Desde una perspectiva cientifica, nuestra investigacion contribuye a definir la
naturaleza de la instruccién en escritura al comienzo de la educacién obligatoria,
enfatizando la necesidad de proporcionar una instrucciéon combinada en procesos de
orden superior e inferior enmarcada dentro del modelo RTI. Desde una perspectiva
educativa, proporciona a los docentes un marco global de referencia y pautas
instruccionales explicitas para promover una adecuada adquisiciéon de la competencia
escrita desde los primeros niveles educativos y prevenir dificultades de aprendizaje en
escritura. A partir de estas conclusiones y contribuciones, se discuten limitaciones de
la investigacion y se sugieren futuras lineas de investigacién en el campo de la

instruccién temprana en escritura.
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Theoretical framework

Throughout our history, writing has made it possible for facts, memories and
culture to endure over time. In today’s world, writing competence constitutes a critical
tool for the individuals’ academic and social development. From an academic
petspective, research points to a high correlation between linguistic competence and
school achievement (Jurkovic, 2010). Thus, as part of Linguistics, writing not only
enables students to learn autonomously but also to show what they learn, since
academic assessments usually adopt a written form. Consequently, the inadequate
development of writing skills entails numerous difficulties in further education. Given
the keystone role of writing, it is not surprising that the Spanish elementary school
curricula place particular emphasis in literacy skills, where writing competence is

included (Ministerio de Educacién, Cultura y Deporte, 2014).

The need to master writing, however, goes beyond the school context. From
a social perspective, writing allows individuals to progress in a society increasingly
supported by written communication. As stated by Beddington et al. (2008), it
becomes an essential tool to promote the mental health of nations and, consequently,
socio-economic prosperity. It is, therefore, not in vain that the European Union
defines oral and written expression and comprehension as one of the eight key
competences that “all individuals need for personal fulfilment and development,

active citizenship, social inclusion and development” (Education Council, 2006, p.13).

Educational institutions, therefore, take the responsibility to teach writing
effectively and adapt instruction to students’ specific needs, in order to promote an
adequate acquisition of writing competence. Scientific research that empirically
validates instructional practices and approaches should support educational agents in
achieving this aim. Thus, in the first chapter of this thesis, the author reviews the
literature on writing instruction at the beginning of school career, putting particular
emphasis on how to support students’ learning through the Response to Intervention

model. Specifically, this chapter will address the cognitive processes involved in

11
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Chapter 1

writing, the value of strategy-focused instruction to teach high-level processes to
young writers and the importance of monitoring students’ progress and adapting
instruction to their needs. This provides a theoretical and empirical framework for

the subsequent four studies that constitute the main body of this doctoral dissertation.

Writing as a Set of Cognitive Processes

Writing is one of the most complex aspects of language proficiency. It is a
cognitively demanding activity that requires the setting up and coordination of various
mental processes, in order to respond effectively to the demands of the context in
which the writing task takes place. In the last few decades, research has widely
explored the cognitive factors that underlie written composition (Bereiter &
Scardamalia, 1987; Berninger, 2000; Berninger & Winn, 2006; Hayes & Flower, 1980),
in an effort to design effective teaching practices in writing. The research presented
in this thesis focuses on transcription and high-level cognitive processes. A key model
to explain these processes was provided by Berninger and colleagues (Berninger 2000,
Berninger & Winn, 2000) in the simple and not-so-simple view of writing, which also

addresses previous contributions on the models of writing.

The simple and not-so-simple view of writing (Berninger, 2000; Berninger &
Winn, 2006) brings together different theoretical assumptions from a range of
traditions in writing research (developmental, psychological, cognitive and
educational). For this model, learning to compose text involves a set of skills. First,
low-level transcription skills refer to the retrieval of orthographic symbols that allow
transforming ideas into words (spelling) and to the motor execution needed to write
them down on the page (handwriting) (Abbott & Berninger, 1993). Transcription has
been found to significantly predict writing performance, particularly in early years of
elementary school (Jiménez & Hernandez-Cabrera, 2019; Limpo & Alves, 2013). As

children develop as writers, transcription skills become more automatized so that

12
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Theoretical framework

skilled writers barely need to pay them conscious attention (Scardamalia & Bereiter,

1986).

Second, writers also need high-level self-regulation skills to lead the composing
process. These involve planning strategies for generating and structuring ideas and
revising strategies for detecting and correcting mistakes. According to Hayes and
Flower's model (1980), pioneering in defining high-level processes and therefore key
in their understanding, both planning and revising are guided by a third process,
executive control, in charge of monitoring which processes occur and when. In
subsequent models, high-level processes are understood as executive functions
necessary to self-regulate transcription and text generation (Berninger, 2000;
Berninger & Winn, 20006). As writing develops, learners become more skilled in both
transcription and composition and they are increasingly capable of self-regulating
their writing behaviour. Though self-regulated strategies for both planning and
revising have shown to predict overall text quality (Limpo & Alves, 2013; Limpo,
Alves, & Fidalgo, 2014), the extent to which each high-level process influences text
quality varies according to students’ age. While planning contributes to overall quality
from early elementary grades, revision does not seem to have an effect until secondary
stages (Cordeiro, Limpo, Olive & Castro, 2019; Limpo et al., 2014). Bereiter and
Scardamalia proposed a key model to understand how writing processes evolve over
time. According to these authors, young writers show an initial knowledge-telling
strategy, in which they write down their ideas without any overall plan or goal. This
matures into a knowledge-transforming strategy, in which the writer pursues a specific
goal based on connections between ideas (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Scardamalia

& Bereiter, 1992).

Once these cognitive processes have been identified and understood, the next

obvious step of writing research is investigating how writing instruction might

13
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Chapter 1

enhance mastery of them. This is addressed in the following section, with particular

emphasis on strategy-focused instruction as the most effective teaching practice.

Instructional Practices in Writing: Strategy-Focused Instruction

Given the cognitive complexity of writing, it is not surprising that text
composition poses a challenge for all school-aged children. A significant percentage
of students, however, particularly struggle to face a writing task and are, therefore, at
risk of a more serious academic failure. Low writing achievement have been well
documented both in the international and national context. In 2012, the National
Center for Education Statistics reported that almost 70% of the American students
wrote below the expected level (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012).
Prevalence of writing disabilities in elementary and middle school students is
estimated between 6% and 22% in the US depending on ethnicity, state and gender
(Hooper et al., 1993; Katusic, Colligan, Weaver, & Barbaresi, 2009) and around 12.5%
in other countries (Mogasale, Patil, Patil, & Mogasale, 2012). In Spain, standardized
assessment of writing competence has been deficient, since the national education
system lacks periodical statistics on this matter. Nevertheless, the last diagnostic
report conducted in fourth grade suggested that around 17% of students write at the
lowest level (Ministerio de Educacion, 2009). Research supports these results,
estimating the prevalence of writing disabilities among Spanish students around 8.2%

(Jiménez, Guzman, Rodriguez, & Artiles, 2009).

Writing difficulties seriously impinge on students’ academic tasks. Their texts
are frequently incoherent and shorter than those written by typically developing
students, they contain irrelevant details and structural and organizational mistakes and
their overall quality is significantly lower (Graham, 1990; Graham, Harris, Macarthur,
& Schwartz, 1991). Regarding high-level composing processes, students who struggle
with writing typically spend significantly less time planning and generating ideas, and

their revisions focus almost exclusively on mechanical aspects, paying no mind to
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content or rhetoric (Gersten & Baker, 2001; Graham, Harris, & McKeown, 2014).
These difficulties might lead to the development of negative attitudes towards writing

and low self-efficacy beliefs (Graham et al., 2014; Klassen, 2000).

In this context, searching for effective instructional practices in writing
becomes an international priority. Schools and educational institutions held
responsibility for all students to master writing competence and for preventing writing
difficulties. Educational research, in turn, must guide and support this aim by
providing instructional procedures whose effectiveness have been empirically
demonstrated. Among these procedures, meta-analysis exploring different teaching
practices in writing point to strategy-focused instruction as the most effective to
improve students’ written compositions, with effects sizes ranging from .82 to 1.26
(Graham & Harris, 2018; Graham, McKeown, Kiuhara, & Harris, 2012; Graham &
Perin, 2007; Koster, Tribushinina, de Jong, & van den Bergh, 2015; Rogers &

Graham, 2008).

Strategies are explicitly-learned self-talk procedures that allow students to
regulate their own writing behaviour in order to achieve specific writing goals.
Alexander, Graham and Harris (1998) describe strategies as procedural, purposeful,
effortful, wilful, essential and facilitative. Accordingly, strategy-focused instruction
provides strategies for planning and revising texts, aiming for students to apply these
strategies independently. Research has described strategy-focused instruction in detail
(Fidalgo, Harris & Braaksma, 2018; Fidalgo & Garcia, 2008) and identified several
programs and models (see Robledo-Ramén & Garcfa, 2018 for a review). This
instructional procedure, as operationalized, for example, in Self-Regulated Strategy
Development (SRSD, Graham et al., 2014; Harris & Graham, 1999) or Cognitive Self-
Regulation Instruction (CSRI, Fidalgo & Torrance, 2018), typically involves three
components, that can be repeated as many times as needed depending on students’

needs.
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First, the writing strategy is taught by means of direct instruction. In this stage,
the instructor provides students with explicit meta-cognitive knowledge about
strategies aimed at setting product goals and shaping the writing process. At the
beginning, the background knowledge needed to apply the strategy successfully is
discussed. Then, the instructor explains each step of the strategy, often using
mnemonic devices to help students memorize and remember them. Among planning
mnemonics, research has used acronyms such as POW (P=pick ideas; O=organize
your ideas; and W=write up your ideas), mostly in the English context (Harris,
Graham, & Adkins, 2015; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 20006; Lane et al., 2011) or its
Spanish version, POD (P=Piensa [Think]; O=Organiza [Organize]; and D=
Desarrolla [Develop]) (Fidalgo, Torrance, Rijlaarsdam, Van den Bergh, & Alvarez,
2015; Torrance, Fidalgo, & Robledo, 2015). The Vowels strategy, OAIUE
(O=0Objetivo [Aim]; A= Audiencia [Audience]; I= Ideas [Ideas|; U= Unir [Join ideas];
and E= Esquema [Scheme]) determines the aspects that need to be considered when
composing a text (Fidalgo, Torrance, & Garcia, 2008; Fidalgo et al., 2015). Planning
mnemonics are frequently tied to acronyms representing text structure. For narratives,
the acronym WWW + What + How x2 (Where and When the story happen; Who the
main characters are; What happens; How the characters react and How the story ends)
has been widely used (Harris et al., 2015, 20006). For opinion essays, previous literature
has used TREE (T= Topic sentence; R= Reasons; E= Ending, E= Examine) for
compositions in English (Harris et al., 2012b; Lane et al., 2011) or TARE (T= Tesis
[Thesis|; A= Audiencia [Audience|; R= Razones [Reasons]; and E= Ejemplos
[Examples]) in Spanish research (Lopez, Torrance, Rijlaarsdam, & Fidalgo, 2017).
Acronyms has also been widely used to teach revision procedures. Among these, it is
worth mentioning Scardamalia and Bereiter's CDO procedure (1983), based on
compare, diagnose and operate (Arias-Gundin & Garcfa, 2006, 2007; De La Paz,
Swanson, & Graham, 1998), and its Spanish adaptation, LEA (L= Lee [Read]; E=
Evalta [Evaluate]|; and A= Actaa [Act]) (Fidalgo et al., 2008; Torrance et al., 2015).
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Finally, revision is usually taught through specific adding, substituting, eliminating and
reorganizing strategies (Fitzgerald & Markham, 1987; Sengupta, 2000). When
explaining the steps of the strategy, instructors may also emphasize the importance of

self-effort to promote students’ motivation.

The second stage of strategy-focused instruction is modelling, in which the
instructor provides a mastery model of how to use the strategies taught in the previous
stage by composing a text in front of the class. The overall aim of this stage is to
develop procedural knowledge about how to regulate and coordinate the writing
processes. The role of students during modelling varies between strategy-focused
approaches. SRSD understands modelling as a collaborative task in which students
are allowed to participate, add their ideas and even act as models themselves (Harris
& Graham, 2018). On the other hand, according to CSRI, students should focus their
attention exclusively on observing the model (Fidalgo & Torrance, 2018). Though the
first, more active approach, increases motivation, carrying several activities
concurrently involves a cognitive cost that might impinge on the observational
learning itself. Modelling is conducted through thinking aloud (Armengol, 2007). The
instructor’s self-directed talk includes statements to analyze the task and set goals (T
have to write an opinion essay about...”), focus and maintain attention (“I need to keep
concentrated”), remember the steps of the strategy (“First, I need to plan the introduction of
my text”), assess actions done and correct mistakes (“Does my text have all the necessary
parts? Oaps, no, 1 forgot to write a conclusion”) and motivate the writer through expectations
of ability and success (“T will get it, I know I can”). According to Fidalgo & Torrance
(2018), successful modelling should meet several conditions. First, self-talk is not a
linear monologue, but requires some dramatization to keep students from losing
interest. Gestures, voice tone and rhythm become essential to enhance students’
attention. Second, students need to see themselves reflected on the model. For this
to be achieved, the instructor must act as a hard-working classmate, adopting

students’ viewpoint and verbalizing thoughts that are common for school-aged
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children. Third, before, during and after the modelling, it is necessary to direct
students’ attention to the key parts of the writing processes, that is, the specific steps
for planning and/or revising. The modelling stage ends with a group reflection on
what the students have observed: important thoughts of the model, benefits and

challenges of the strategy and suggestions to make modelling more efficient.

Strategy-focused instructional procedure ends with students’ practice, in which
the students write their own texts emulating what they have previously observed and
showing to what extent they have internalized the strategy. At the beginning of this
stage, students’ performance is supported by the instructor, who provides prompts
and supporting materials, guidance on how to use the strategy and feedback on
whether or not the students have used it correctly. In this first phase, the SRSD model
highlights the importance of collaborative writing (Graham et al., 2014), while CSRI
suggests conducting an emulative practice in pairs (Fidalgo & Torrance, 2018). As this
stage moves forward, scaffolding is gradually withdrawn, until students are able to use

the strategy independently and correctly by means of covert self-instructions.

In the present thesis, strategy-focused instruction was conducted with students
in first grade (see chapters 3, 5 and 6), when, as stated above, only planning processes
seem to affect text quality (Limpo et al., 2014). Instruction, therefore, focused on
planning. Strategy-focused instruction on planning seems to be important to writing
success in adolescents and adults, both typically developing (MacArthur & Lembo,
2009; Limpo et al., 2014; MacArthur, Philippakos, & Ianetta, 2015) and struggling
(Chalk, Hagan-Burke, & Burke, 2005; Hoover, Kubina, & Mason, 2012). With regard
to school-aged students, most research has tested its efficacy in upper elementary
grades. Teaching planning strategies significantly improves overall compositional
quality in both average students (Fidalgo, Torrance, & Robledo, 2011; Limpo &
Alves, 2014; Lopez et al., 2017) and struggling writers (Garcfa & Fidalgo, 20006;

Lushen, Kim, & Reid, 2012). Planning instruction also produces significant gains in
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text structure and coherence (Fidalgo et al., 2011; Lopez et al., 2017), writing meta-
cognitive knowledge (Brunstein & Glaser, 2011; Fidalgo et al., 2011) and time spent
writing (Garcfa & Fidalgo, 2006; Torrance, Fidalgo & Garcfa, 2007). Results in text
length are, however, mixed, with some studies finding longer texts as a result of
strategy instruction in planning (Fidalgo et al., 2011; Limpo & Alves, 2014; Lushen et
al., 2012) and others finding no statistically significant differences between conditions
(Lopez et al,, 2017; Torrance et al., 2007). Moreover, the effects of strategy
instruction on planning might be transferred to an untaught genre (Graham, Harris
& Mason, 2005; Tracy, Reid & Graham, 2009) or even a non-writing task (Glaser &
Brunstein, 2007). Literature suggests that the beneficial effects of strategy-instruction
in planning for students in upper-elementary grades endure over time (Fidalgo et al.,

2008; Glaser & Brunstein, 2007).

Literature on the effects of strategy-focused planning instruction, however, has
almost exclusively focused on students who have mostly automatized transcription
skills, that is, in 3*dgrade or above. In this thesis, we wonder whether instructing on
high-level planning processes would benefit compositional quality from the very
beginning of compulsory education, when students have not yet automatized spelling
and handwriting. Accordingly, the following section deals with early writing
instruction, aiming to identify gaps in literature and, therefore, provide support for

our research.

Writing Instruction in Early Elementary Grades
Writing instruction in eatly elementary grades has traditionally emphasized
transcription skills (Cutler & Graham, 2008; Dockrell, Marshall, & Wyse, 2015). This
is particularly true in the Spanish system, where writing instruction at the beginning
of Primary Education mostly focuses on handwriting and spelling (Cano & Cano,
2012; Tolchinsky & Rios, 2009). This instruction is based on the assumption that

children should master low-level skills before focusing on more complex aspects, such
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as content or structure. Accordingly, there is a considerable body of research
reviewing effective teaching practices in handwriting (Graham & Weintraub, 1996;
Hoy, Egan, & Feder, 2011; Santangelo & Graham, 2016) and spelling (Graham, 1999;
Mushinski & Stormont-Spurgin, 1995; Wanzek et al., 20006). There are several reasons
to support transcription-focused instruction at the start of school career. First, as
noted before, writing is a set of low and high-level processes, and these must be
coordinated within the limited capacity of the writer’s working memory. When these
processes are not carefully scheduled, they compete for the same cognitive resources
and the cognitive system risks overload (McCutchen, 1996; Torrance & Galbraith,
2000). Young children devote cognitive resources mainly to ortographic and
graphomotor processing, leaving little spare capacity for planning (Fayol, 1999). This
may explain young writers’ failure to engage in explicit planning strategies (Limpo &
Alves, 2013). Second, learning and remembering a strategy demands a cognitive
effort. This might diverts resources from transcription, as does the process of learning
anything new. Rijlaarsdam and co-workers (Rijlaarsdam & Couzijn, 2000; Rijlaarsdam
et al., 2011) describe the “double challenge” faced by students who must learn a
strategy about how to write when they are already struggling with writing. Third, it
may be the case that students who struggle to compose sentences are simply not able

to write down their ideas, even if they have a detailed mental plan.

However, transcription alone is not sufficient. In fact, though transcription-
focused instruction has proved beneficial to improve fluency, spelling, phonological
awareness and even reading skills (Graham & Santangelo, 2014; Graham, Harris, &
Fink, 2000), it is still open to debate whether it benefits overall text quality (see meta-
analysis by Graham et al., 2012). Accordingly, there are reasons in favor of teaching
planning strategies from the beginning of students’ school career. First, from a
cognitive perspective, planning strategies involve a series of carefully structured steps
that might separate out low and high-level processing. This could potentially reduce

competition between word production and planning or structuring ideas (Fidalgo &
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Torrance, 2018; Kellogg, 1988, 1990). Second, teaching content and rhetoric
promotes global and meaningful learning and links instruction to the social function
of written language. This is likely to be motivating for children because it means that
they are playing the role of authentic communicators (Nemirovsky, 2009; Teberosky
& Sepulveda, 2009). Consequently, if children are more enthusiastic towards writing,
they will be willing to practice both low and high-level skills. Third, some authors
suggest that focus on the text level instead of single words or sentences benefits the
development of transcription skills by providing meaningful context and promoting
fluency. Thus, writing instruction focused on higher-level text structure might have a
significant impact on students’ knowledge of small linguistic units (Elbers, 2000,

Ferreiro, 2002).

There are, therefore, theoretical and practical reasons to believe that teaching
planning strategies at the beginning of school career will benefit students’ writing
development. Some research, though limited, address planning strategies in second
grade, when students have not yet automatized transcription skills. Findings from
these studies highlight the positive effects of strategy-focused planning instruction on
text structure and quality of narratives and persuasive essays (Harris et al., 2015, 20006;
Lane et al., 2008, 2011; Lienemann, Graham, Leader-Janssen, & Reid, 2006). Most
studies also found benefits in text length (Harris et al., 2006; Lane et al., 2008, 2011,
Lienemann et al., 2000) and even in writing meta-cognitive knowledge (Harris et al.,
2015). As in upper-elementary grades, strategy instruction in second grade produces
gains in an untaught genre (Harris et al.,, 2015, 2006) and its effects are maintained
over time (Harris et al., 2015, 2006; Lienemann et al., 2006). Evidence about the
effects of teaching planning strategies at the very beginning of compulsory education,
that is, in first grade, is even scarcer. Given that first-grade students have no previous
experience with formal writing instruction, it might be the case that their response to
strategy-focused instruction in planning is substantially different from that of second

graders. To our knowledge, apart from our own research presented in this thesis (see
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chapter 3), there is only one published study evaluating strategy-focused instruction
in first grade (Zumbrunn & Bruning, 2013). This was a case study in which the overall
quality of the stories written by six students improved significantly as a result of
planning instruction. Instruction in this study was student-paced and students were

deliberately selected so that they already showed considerable writing ability.

Overall, literature on strategy-focused planning instruction in early elementary
grades presents some limitations. Three of the studies reviewed included a normal
curriculum control condition (Harris et al., 2015, 2006; Lane et al., 2011), while the
others were case studies. This makes it difficult to generalize their findings. In all
cases, with the exception of Zumbrunn and Bruning' study (2013), intervention was
delivered to struggling students, either one-to-one (Lane et al., 2008, 2011; Lienemann
et al., 2000) or in small groups (Harris et al., 2015, 20006). There is, therefore, a gap in
exploring the effects of teaching planning strategies to whole-class groups in low-
elementary school grades. Aiming to shed some light on this issue, the third chapter
of this thesis evaluates a strategy-focused instructional program aimed at teaching
planning strategies to first-grade students (Arrimada, Torrance & Fidalgo, 2019).
Results provide evidence about the efficacy of introducing high-level writing

processes right from the beginning of compulsory education.

Findings from the aforementioned literature suggest that writing instruction
that combines transcription and composition improves students’ writing
development from very early on their educational career. However, given the
complexity of high-level cognitive processes, those students who particularly struggle
may get left behind under instructional conditions that include planning. Accordingly,
instruction that teaches both transcription and composition needs to be based on a
general framework to identify and support students who learn at a significantly slower
pace than their peers. The Response to Intervention model might respond to the need

for early identification and support of struggling learners. The following section
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describes this model in detail, providing the context in which chapters 4, 5 and 6 of

this thesis are framed.

The Response to Intervention Model

The Response to Intervention model (RTI) arises in response to the high
prevalence of learning disabilities, both in the international (Altarac & Saroha, 2007;
Chan, Ho, Tsang, Lee, & Chung, 2007; Roongpraiwan, Ruangdarahanon,
Visudhiphan, & Santikul, 2002) and national context (Jiménez et al, 2009).
Traditionally, learning disabilities had been identified through criteria based on 1Q-
achievement discrepancy. This approach, however, waits for students to have
learning disabilities before these can be identified and treated. Researchers,
psychologists and school agents have widely criticised the IQ-achievement
discrepancy model on the basis of two reasons. First, there seems to be no difference
between the reading process of learning-disabled students and that of students who
do not meet the IQ-discrepancy criteria but show poor reading (Jiménez & Rodrigo,
2000). Second, the IQ-achievement discrepancy model supports late remediation
instead of prevention, increasing the number of students eligible for Special

Education (Restori, Katz, & Lee, 2009).

Contrary to the IQ-achievement discrepancy model, the Response to
Intervention model focuses on students at risk of learning disabilities. This approach
aims to prevent learning disabilities by means of early identification of slow learning,
increasingly intense intervention to support struggling learners and continuous
monitoring of students’ response to intervention (Fuchs, Mock, Morgan, & Young,
2003; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003). Thus, the overall principle of RTI is that the
identification of learning disabilities should be based on learners’ response to
intervention. This will reduce the number of students eligible for Special Education
and, subsequently, its costs. The use of RTT approaches is in line with the concept of

learning disabilities provided by the latest version of the Diagnostic and Statistical
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Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5, American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
According to this manual, learning disabilities are difficulties learning and using
academic skills (reading, writing and mathematics) which “have persisted for at least

six months despite the provision of interventions that target those difficulties” (p.60).

In the Spanish legislative framework, there is no direct reference to the
Response to Intervention model as a way to identify learning disabilities. However,
the current educational law indicates that the identification and treatment of learning
disabilities must be based on early identification, comprehensive care, normalization
and inclusion (Ley Organica para la Mejora de la Calidad Educativa, LOMCE, 2013).
These principles point to the use of procedures that allow early identification of at-
risk students and intervention to support them. Consequently, various autonomous
communities are implementing educational approaches similar to the RTI model.
Jiménez and co-workers’ research on the implementation of the RTI model in the
Canary Islands (Jiménez, 2019; Jiménez et al., 2011, 2010) is particularly relevant in

the national context.

Several features define the nature of the RTI approach: the use of evidence-
based instructional practices, continuous progress monitoring, multi-tiered

instruction and the use of a problem-solving approach.

First, instruction under the RTT framework should be evidence-based, that is,
the efficacy of the instructional practices must have been empirically demonstrated
by previous literature. In order to ensure fidelity and reliability, school agents design
an evidence-based intervention procedure carefully adapted to the learners’ specific
needs and oriented to prevention. Thus, RTT sets a clear difference between an
individual’s struggling cognitive profile and low achievement due to inappropriate
instruction (Fuchs & Vaughn, 2012). Consequently, the development of learning
disabilities, in case it occurs, cannot be attributed to the instruction received but to

students’ specific response to instruction. As an example of the nature of instruction
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under the RTT model, the fourth chapter of this thesis presents an empirical revision
of instructional practices in each cognitive process involved in writing (transcription

and high-level skills) whose effectiveness has been empirically validated.

Second, it is necessary to monitor students’ progress and their response to
intervention through continuous assessments. Those students who do not respond
to intervention will be taught by specialists and finally allocated to Special Education
(Fuchs & Vaughn, 2012). Progress monitoring is a form of dynamic assessment
because it measures students’ rate of learning, rather than performance at a single
point in time. Literature suggests various assessment procedures, ranging from norm-
referenced standardized tests to criterion-referenced probes (Fletcher & Vaughn,
2009; Fuchs & Fuchs, 20006). Progress monitoring provides valuable data to make
instructional decisions: materials, procedures and practices are changed as needed. As
an example of how progress monitoring might be measured, in the fourth chapter of
this thesis we analyse the most relevant assessment measures to keep track of
students’ progress in written composition. However, continuous assessment within
the RTT framework is still a question that remains unclear, as pointed out by Linan-
Thompson (2010). The model insists on the use of scientifically validated tools but it
does not stablish specific assessment procedures. As a result, school agents run the
risk of assessing global skills instead of focusing on those abilities which are affected

by learning disabilities.

Third, RTI provides additional support to those students whose rate of
learning is slower than their peers’, and this requires a multi-tiered structure. As
students move up the tiers, intervention becomes more intense. Fuchs and Fuchs
(20006) suggest various ways to increase intensity: a) making the intervention longer
and more frequent; b) reducing the number of students to work with, thus making
instruction more homogenous; ¢) using more systematic and explicit instruction; and

d) relaying on instructors with greater expertise to conduct the intervention.
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Instructional programs based on RTI are frequently divided in three tiers of
intervention (Barnes & Harlacher, 2008; Jiménez et al., 2011). All students are
assessed very early on their educational career in order to identify those likely to show
inadequate learning. Then, they all receive whole-class general instruction known as
Tier 1, with the instructor paying particular attention to those students who have been
classified as at-risk in the initial assessment. Tier 1 intervention is usually delivered by
teachers. Progress monitoring in this first tier allows educators to differentiate
between initially at-risk learners for whom general instruction is sufficient to catch up
with their peers and those who do not respond to Tier 1. The latter group receive
supplemental instruction, known as Tzer 2, which runs concurrently with general
classroom instruction. Tier 2 intervention is frequently conducted in small groups (3-
6 students) and the specific needs of at-risk students become the focus of the
instruction. This second tier has traditionally been the main focus of literature. Two
reasons explain the interest in this secondary prevention: a) it is the primary mean by
which at-risk students are provided with intensive intervention to catch up with their
average peers; and b) it tests students’ ability to learn under supportive instructional
conditions (Fuchs, Compton, Fuchs, Bryant, & Davis, 2008). Chapters 5 and 6 of this
thesis present an empirical example of the implementation of the first two tiers of
intervention within a Response to Intervention approach. Finally, students whose rate
of learning remains poor after receiving this additional support are eligible for a highly
intense Tzer 3 intervention. Instruction in Tier 3 is delivered individually and its
contents are tailored to each student’s needs. In the US educational system, Tier 3 is

typically associated with Special Education.

Fourth, and last, the RTI model follows a problem-solving approach as a tool
to make instructional decisions (Illinois State Board of Education, 2009). The process
starts by determining the problem comparing each student’s expected achievement
with their real performance. This is followed by an in-depth analysis of the problem

and its causes, collecting information from the students’ environment. Then, the
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practitioner designs and implements and empirically-based intervention to solve the
problem. While conducting this intervention, changes are made on the basis of
progress monitoring data. Finally, school agents evaluate the efficacy of the
intervention and plan future actions. As an example of the problem-solving nature of
RTI, chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis exemplify how each student’s situation is analysed
and intervention is adapted to meet their needs (pass from Tier 1 to Tier 2). Though
this problem-solving approach is popular among both researchers and teachers,
Fuchs and Fuchs (2006) emphasize that practitioners do not always have the high

level of expertise in intervention and assessment assumed by this approach.

The RTI model is becoming widely used, particularly in North America
(Berkeley, Bender, Peaster, & Saunders, 2009) due to its overall effectiveness. Hattie’s
wide-ranging reviews of literature on educational efficacy estimated a high effect size
(Cohen’s d = 1.07) for RTI programs over other instructional approaches (Hattie,
2012, 2015). In a meta-analysis by Burns, Appleton and Stehouwer (2005) the authors
found that RTI approaches significantly reduce the percentage of students initially
identified as at-risk. Other experimental studies confirm the benefits of RTT in reading
(O’Connor, Fulmer, Harty, & Bell, 2005; Simmons et al., 2008; Vaughn, Linan-
thompson, & Hickman, 2003) and mathematics (Vanderheyden, Witt, & Gilbertson,
2007).

Educational institutions, particularly teachers, held responsibility for the
effective implementation of the Response to Intervention model. They are in charge
of identifying students’ needs, providing them with instructional practices that meet
these needs and monitoring their progress. Educator’s attitude towards RTI
approaches tends to be positive. Surveys suggest that they find RTT useful to identify
struggling learners’ needs and target instruction (Greenfield, Rinaldi, Proctor, &
Cardarelli, 2010; Rinaldi, Averill, & Stuart, 2011). Teachers also emphasize the

positive impact of RTT in their instructional practices, autonomy and self-efficacy
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(Greenfield et al., 2010; Rinaldi et al.,, 2011). However, they also raise concerns,
particularly about the lack of training and resources and RTI systems being time-
consuming and overwhelming (Castro-Villarreal, Rodriguez, & Moore, 2014;

Martinez & Young, 2011)

Unfortunately, RTT research and practice have focused almost exclusively on
reading and mathematics. Learning disabilities, however, also affect writing
development. Therefore, it makes sense to wonder whether and how writing
instruction and assessment can be structured within the RTT framework. This issue

will be addressed in chapters 4, 5 and 6 of this thesis.

Response to intervention in writing
To our knowledge, research linking writing development and Response to
Intervention is very scarce. It is therefore difficult to make strong claims about how

writing instruction would fit within the RTT framework.

From a theoretical perspective, in a reflection written by Saddler and Asaro-
Saddler (2013), the authors suggest that the RTT model is suitable for identifying and
supporting strugeling writers. An effective RTI approach in writing would be based
on the assumption that writing performance is likely to improve under appropriate
instructional conditions. However, for this instruction to be effective, guidance and
teachers’ training on the implementation of RTI should rely on recent scientific
research. Apart from this proposal, there is, to our knowledge, only one published
piece of research in which more detailed guidance on RTT as a framework to teach
writing is provided (Gil & Jiménez, 2019). In this book chapter, the authors present
a specific set of measures to monitor students’ progress and detect at-risk status,
designed by the research team at University of La Laguna (Indicadores del Progreso
de Aprendizaje en Escritura, IPAE). Additionally, they provide general
recommendations or strategies to teach writing in elementary grades within the first

two tiers of Response to Intervention. In line with this research, and aiming to expand
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knowledge in the field of writing instruction within the RTI framework, the fourth
chapter of this thesis (Arrimada, Torrance & Fidalgo, 2020) presents an international
review of progress monitoring measures and instructional practices in writing whose
effectiveness in early elementary grades has been empirically validated. Both measures
and instructional procedures in chapter 4 come from meta-analysis and reviews on
the field of writing assessment (Deno, 1985; McMaster & Espin, 2007) and instruction

(Graham et al., 2012; Hoy et al., 2011; Wanzek et al., 2000).

The studies reviewed, however, do not test the effectiveness of specific
instructional programs in writing within the RTI framework. From an empirical
perspective, implementation of RTI in writing has rarely been addressed. Some
studies have referred to whole-class writing instruction as Tier 1 (Harris et al., 2012a,
2012b) or to remedial instruction as Tier 2 (Harris et al., 2015; Lane et al., 2011).
However, none of these studies applies subsequent tiers of intervention. They either
focus on the effectiveness of Tier 1 or provide additional Tier 2 support for students
who struggle under a normal curriculum where instruction is not necessarily
empirically-validated. Moreover, research has tended to assess writing skills at a single
point in time, while the RTI models supports continuous monitoring of students’
progress. Finally, these studies sample students in second grade, when they have
already acquired some degree of transcription competence. Thus, in the context of
writing instruction, there has been a general failure to implement a formal RTI
approach. However, we firmly believe that RTT is particularly suitable to teach written
composition right at the beginning of compulsory education. Its multi-tiered
instruction supports both students who progress under combined classroom
instruction in transcription and planning and those who need more intense
instruction. Therefore, in chapters 5 (Arrimada, Torrance and Fidalgo, 2018) and 6 of
this thesis, we explored the effectiveness of various instructional programs aimed at
teaching writing in first grade within tiers 1 and 2 of the Response to Intervention

model. Chapter 5 is a single-subject design study in which we explore the individual
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and immediate effects of remedial Tier 2 intervention for students who particularly
struggle with transcription, mostly handwriting, and who do not respond to classroom
instruction in transcription and planning. In chapter 6, we test the immediate and
long-term group effects of a two-tiered RTI approach to written composition
designed to support students whose overall rate of learning is slower than their peers’

due to a variety of deficits.

Both studies were designed to be applied in typical single-teacher classroom
settings. Tier 1 intervention was conducted by regular teachers, which, we believe,
favors generalizability of the results to real school contexts. We recognize, however,
that in the context of full-range classrooms, providing additional support for
struggling learners might overwhelm the teacher. Thus, Tier 2 remedial intervention
in both studies took the form of home tasks supervised by parents. Tough very few
research has explored whether parental involvement fosters writing skills, literature
suggests that it produces substantial gains mostly in spelling (Camacho & Alves, 2017,
Karahmadi, Shakibayee, Amirian, Bagherian-Sararoudi, & Maracy, 2013; Reutzel,
Fawson, & Smith, 2005) and, to a lesser extent, in text length, overall quality and the
time students spend preparing a draft (Camacho & Alves, 2017; Robledo-Ramén &
Garcia, 2012; Saint-Laurent & Giasson, 2005). In the context of RTI, patents/catets
have been identified as a key component to support their children’s learning (Stuart,
Rinaldi, & Higgins-Averill, 2011). To our knowledge, however, chapters 5 and 6 of
this thesis are the first to involve parents in a formal implementation of a RTI

program for writing instruction.

In this first chapter, we have reviewed the literature on writing instruction at
the beginning of elementary school within the Response to Intervention model. This
provides a conceptual framework as well as the rationale for the research developed
in this thesis. In chapter 2, we summarize the aims and method of this doctoral

dissertation, according to the regulations stablished by University of Leén.
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Aims and method

The research presented in this thesis puts the emphasis in promoting a proper
acquisition of writing competence from the very beginning of compulsory education.
This is achieved by means of an innovative instructional approach defined by two
major contributions: a) instruction on the high-level cognitive processes of writing
when transcription skills have not been automatized yet; and b) prevention of writing
failure through the comprehensive application of the first two tiers of the Response

to Intervention model in the context of writing instruction in Spain.

On the basis of this research line, we set four specific research aims achieved
through the four studies presented in this doctoral dissertation from chapters 3 to 6.
Three of these studies are instructional, focused on testing the aforementioned
instructional approach. The remaining contains an empirical review of the
international literature on empirically-validated writing assessment measures and
instructional practices, aimed at promoting transfer of knowledge from the scientific
to the educational field. According to the regulations of University of Leén on the
presentation of doctoral dissertations by compendium of publications, this chapter
summarizes the specific aim and method of each study. Subsequent chapters will
present the manuscripts derived from each study (chapters 3 to 6), which adhere to
the structure of scientific articles. Therefore, the content of this chapter partially

overlaps with subsequent chapters.
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Study 1. Effects of teaching planning strategies to first-grade writers

The first study, “Effects of teaching planning strategies to first-grade writers”
(Arrimada, Torrance & Fidalgo, 2019), was published in British Journal of
Educational Psychology and is presented in chapter 3 of this thesis.

Aim
This study explores whether teaching planning strategies in first grade benefits

the overall quality of students’ narrative compositions.

This is, to our knowledge, the first study that addresses planning instruction
for whole-class groups at the very beginning of compulsory education. From a
scientific perspective, our research wonders whether, with appropriate instruction,
students are able to make use of high-level cognitive skills when low-level processes
are still far from being automatized. More generally, it contributes to a better
understanding of young students’ writing performance and how this might change
under strategy instruction. From an educational perspective, our research provides
educators with a feasible approach to enhance writing competence by addressing skills
that are typically taught at higher educational stages. Within the overall framework of
this thesis, an essential principle of RTI is the use of empirically-based instructional
practices. Thus, before implementing RTT approaches, it is necessary to validate the
instructional practices that will be then used. However, as far as we know, strategy-
focused approaches to teach planning in first grade have not been previously
validated. Our study provides empirical evidence about the effectiveness of planning
instruction in first grade. It is, therefore, the first step to conduct the subsequent RTT

studies presented in this thesis.
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Design

This study followed a quasi-experimental design in which we compared a
strategy-focused instructional program on planning with a control condition based on
playful activities aimed at increasing students’ motivation towards writing. Conditions
were practice-matched, meaning that students in both groups completed the same
number of writing tasks and the same time was devoted to individual practice of
written composition. Instruction was conducted over two months, in the second term

of the school year. The design of this study is presented in table 1.

Table 1
Study design
Condition  Classes Pretest Instruction Posttest Follow up
(7 weeks
later)
1°A Strategy-
Experimental ~ 1°B focused
(N=62)  1°C  Spontaneous instruction Spontanecous Spontaneous
narrative narrative narrative
Control 1°A writing: Motivation writing: writing:
(N = 39) 1°B  -Text-based towards  -Text-based -Text-based
ratings* writing ratings* ratings*
-Reader- -Reader- -Reader-
based based based
ratings* ratings* ratings*
-Text length -Text length  -Text length

*Note: Text-based ratings include narrative framework and episode. Reader-based ratings include

Structure, coherence and quality.

Participants

The sample comprised 101 first-grade students distributed in 5 classes from 2
concertados schools in Leon (Spain). One of the schools had two first-grade classes,
while the remaining three classes came from the other. Concertado is a Spanish term,

with no English translation, to define schools ruled by private associations, usually
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religious, but partially funded with public money. All participating students came from

families living on medium or high incomes.

Though education in Spain is not compulsory until 15t grade (6 years old), all
participants in our study had attended kindergarten from 3 to 6 years, as it is common
for the majority of Spanish students. Consequently, they knew how to name, sound
and write all the letters of the alphabet. Participating students were also able to write
words with a simple syllabic structure (consonant + vowel) and regular spelling
showed by direct phoneme-grapheme correspondence. Since we conducted our study
in the middle of the school year, most students were familiar with the use of capital
letters and could write simple sentences when these were dictated or copied from a
worksheet. However, they had not received any previous formal instruction on text

writing and had never faced a composition task.

Classes were randomly allocated to conditions. To maintain equivalence
between both participating schools, one class from each school acted as a control
group. Thus, the experimental condition comprised three class groups, while the
control condition included two classes. Students in the experimental condition (N =
62, 32 female) were taught strategies for planning and narrative writing through a
strategy-focused instructional program. Instruction in the control group (N = 39, 22
female) focused on playful activities to promote creativity in writing and motivation.
Students” mean age at the beginning of the study was 6 years and 6 months (SD =

0.28).

Throughout the course of the study, 7 participants were removed from the
analysis either because they did not complete all the assessments or they had serious
deficits that prevented them from engaging in classroom activities. Of these, five
students were part of the experimental condition while the remaining two had been

allocated to the control group.
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Measures

Students’ writing performance was assessed at pretest, posttest and follow-up.
Students completed a writing task during approximately 40 minutes. They were asked
to write a narrative about a topic of their own choice. They could either invent the
story or based their writing on one that already existed. Students were free to choose
the topic because we wanted to prevent background knowledge (or lack of it) about
a given topic from interfering in their writing. The instructor told the students to write
as neatly as possible, so that staff at University of Leén were able to read their
compositions. If students inquired about spelling, text structure or content during the
course of the writing task, the instructor answered them to do it as they thought it
should be. Compositions were scored for text length, holistic reader-based measures

and text-based ratings.

Text length was the number of wor