
omething is going wrong with writing instruction in many of our schools in the 
United States. The latest National Assessment of Educational Progress indicates 
that only 27% of 8th- and 12th-grade students scored at or above proficient 
in writing. Only 6% of underserved students and students with disabilities 
performed at or above the proficient level.

Recent reports from the National Association of Colleges and Employers 
indicate nearly 80% of employers want a candidate with strong written 
communication skills. Businesses and universities have expressed concern about 
how poorly prepared our young adults are to write. Lack of competence in writing 
impedes learning, puts students at risk for academic failure, and denies them a 
critical tool for social justice and equity. 

Writing is challenging to learn. Young writers must: evaluate the writing 
task; determine multiple goals (e.g., audience considerations, text characteristics, 
and desired effects), skills, and strategies needed; identify environmental 
conditions that support writing; manage working and long-term memory, affective 
responses to writing, attention, and time; and self-regulate the writing process.

How can we rise to the challenge of improving writing instruction?

Writing is not learned ”naturally ” for most students
For decades, adoption of writing instruction methods has been driven by 
popular methods without the research needed to support their effectiveness. For 
example, evidence is lacking for weeks of isolated instruction in writing skills, 
such as spelling or sentence construction, before engaging in meaningful writing. 
Recent research indicates, conversely, that even first and second graders can 
learn transcription, language, and sentence writing skills coupled with evidence-
based instruction in composing. 

Many approaches claim students will learn to write through immersion in rich 
literacy environments, in which students are expected to learn to write naturally, 
like they learn to talk. Interactive, teacher-led instruction in writing is limited.

But wait, how do babies and toddlers learn to talk? A rich environment is 
indisputably important. Those who have raised or loved a baby, nonetheless, have 
observed how people who interact with babies and children explicitly contribute 
to learning to speak and scaffold language development. Total strangers make 
noises for babies to hear and imitate; parents prompt babies to produce sounds 
and words; siblings and friends get involved. Families and communities clearly 
and explicitly model, teach, and scaffold language development. 

Interestingly, although frequently referenced in the writers’ workshop/
whole language literature, psychologist Lev Vygotsky was not a proponent 
of constructivist views of natural learning. Vygotsky argued that adults and 
competent others are critical for learning. They collaborate with children, 
model, and interactively teach the knowledge and tools needed for independent 
performance.
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Writers’ workshop need not 
stand alone
Current process approaches to 
writing have many strengths, but 
alone they are not meeting many 
students’ needs. Research proves we 
can do better. My colleagues and I, 
and independent research groups, 
have conducted numerous studies of 
Self-Regulated Strategy Development 
(SRSD) instruction for writing in 
elementary schools that had invested 
in prominent writers’ workshop 
programs. Students who received SRSD 
instruction far outperformed students 

in writers’ workshop classrooms, and 
teachers and students rated SRSD 
highly—and were having fun learning. 
SRSD instruction has also resulted in 
improved attitudes and self-efficacy for 
writing and is effective among students 
in diverse classrooms and across 
socioeconomic levels. SRSD for writing 
is deemed an evidence-based practice 
(EBP) at elementary grades in inclusive 
classrooms by the What Works 
Clearinghouse. Research indicates 
similar findings at middle and high 
schools. 

The SRSD model of instruction 
is based on what research has proven 
about teaching and learning across 
multiple theories. SRSD instruction 
for writing reflects strong respect for 
and reliance on teacher judgement 
and formative classroom assessment. 
Writing development is situated within 
the writing process. SRSD instruction 
begins with reading, analyzing, and 

discussing model texts that represent 
what students are learning to achieve. 
Weak texts are also collaboratively read, 
discussed, and revised. Discussion that 
explicitly develops knowledge about 
writing aids in learning to read with 
a writer’s eye and think like a writer. 
Students learn powerful strategies 
for genres and the writing process. 
Peer collaborations are important. 
Instruction is flexible; teachers 
differentiate across students’ strengths 
and needs and provide students the time 
and support needed to learn critical 
writing abilities. Teachers scaffold 
learning until students can write 

confidently and 
independently.

Although 
I developed the 
SRSD model 
of instruction 
and have 
researched 
it with Steve 
Graham and 
others, it is now 
the subject of 
more than 150 
studies, and 
there is more 
research by 
independent 
teams than 
by our teams. 
Further, 
studies show 

that following professional development 
for SRSD, student outcomes are as high 
for teachers as for researchers.

Paradigm wars and false 
dichotomies
Pitting SRSD against writers’ workshop 
is a false dichotomy. Paradigm wars 
in writing, as in reading, create 
polarization and thwart better 
instruction. SRSD instruction in 
writing integrates many of the aspects 
of writers’ workshop (e.g., learning 
communities that are educationally 
purposeful, just, caring, and 
celebrative). Researchers and teachers 
have proven that SRSD instruction and 
writers’ workshop approaches can be 
integrated successfully. 

SRSD is not a complete writing 
program; SRSD needs to be integrated 
with EBPs for transcription skills, 
vocabulary development, and more. 
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FURTHER READING

We do not, however, have all the EBPs 
needed for all aspects of writing 
instruction. Best practices and EBPs 
need to be united effectively. To do so, 
we as teachers and researchers must 
stand together to reject paradigm wars 
and false dichotomies. 

Let’s make it happen. 
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