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“ A writer’s brain is like a magician’s hat. 
If you’re going to get anything out of it, 

you have to put something in first”  
(Louis L’Amour, 1908-1988)
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“ So, how would you 
support students who 

don’t write well?”

• Modelled writing
• Shared writing
• Guided Writing
• Independent writing
• Make a class book
• Journal writing
• Language 

experience
• Text innovation
• Have-a-go-pad
• Show examples of 

different genres.

What strategies would you teach students to 
support writing difficulties? Almost all pre-service 
teachers (n=150) in their final year of a teaching 
degree (2007) responded with: 

Some included:

• explicit 
instruction in 
handwriting.

• use writing 
frameworks.

• teach editing 
skills.

• teach grammar, 
punctuation and 
spelling.

What is a 
strategy?

Definition: Purposeful and effortful 
procedure or plan for accomplishing 
a desired outcome. (Wong & Berninger, 2005)

Some beginning 
teachers don’t know 
how to teach writing.

 

“ for my 8 week Prac in 
Year 3 my mentor 

teacher wants me to 
do different writing 
formats each week”

One reason, though obviously not true of all 
teachers nor in all classrooms, is that Whole 
Language and the process approach often place 
such an emphasis on the student’s natural 
development of writing abilities within authentic 
contexts that many students – including those 
who struggle with writing within these 
classrooms – do not get instruction in writing and 
self regulation strategies that is as explicit as 
they need. (Harris & Graham, 1996; Graham & 
Harris, 2005, p. 10). 
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“Learning writing strategies through mini-
lessons, writing conferences,  or teachable 
moments often consists of hints, questions, or 
tactful responding aimed at promoting 
discovery of useful strategies….such 
instruction is not explicit enough or strong 
enough for most struggling writers (Freedman, 
1993).

Some teachers don’t 
know how to teach 

writing.

WA rates poorly in NAPLAN 
results in Australia 

(The West Australian, September 12, 2009)

Effective Strategies

Processes that 
underpin writing

Why writing is 
difficult

Teacher 
knowledge

Writing about your feelings is 
a cathartic act that can lower 
blood pressure, reduce 
depression and boost the 
immune system

(Smyth, 1998; Swedlow, 1999).

..and many of these people are teachers and 
may forget how hard it can be.

The transmission of thoughts onto paper calls for a 
delicate and highly complex process of neuro-
developmental integration that synchronizes: attention, 
spatial and sequential production, language ability, 
higher-order cognition and motor skills (Levine, 1998). 
Discuss the impact of each function on writing 
development.

List the different skills you 
would have to employ to 
complete these task.

 

So why is writing difficult? 

Imagine you were required to write 5,000 word paper on 
the following topic:

Take home paper, closed book 
exam, when is it due?
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And these are but a few of the obvious…

• Attend to the task
• Generate some ideas, formulate a plan from a myriad 

of possibilities and hold it in memory
• Commit and stick to a theme 
• Find the right words including topic specific 

vocabulary (i.e., neurodevelopmental)
• Put these words into cohesive order
• Pick up a pen / sit in front of the keyboard (…fingers 

poised)
• Write/type the words ensuring you spell them 

correctly
• Attend to grammar and other conventions
• Hold the theme of what you are writing about for the 

next 4,999 words
• Edit, proofread, revise…submit.

Did I forget to mention 
referencing?

Writing does not need to be taught.

Writing is the mirror image of reading.

Writing is merely a motor act. 

And...because of the myths

• Written expression is the ‘final frontier’ of human 
communication, emerging after comprehension, speech, and 
then reading (Joseph, 1992). Writing is a culturally derived 
system of communication. 

• Preschool children across the world start letters at the bottom 
and proceed in a right to left direction; until they receive 
instruction in letter formation for their particular written 
language (Berninger, 2002).

• Compared to Language by Ear, Language by Mouth and 
Language by Eye, the developmental process for Language 
Hand (writing) can take up to 20 years.  Levine (1998) 
describes six stages.

� The visual-spatial analysis requirements for letter 
production are more complex than the visual-spatial 
requirements for letter recognition in reading words or for 
letter selection on a computer keyboard (Berninger & Winn, 
2006).

• Handwriting is not just a motor skill. Letter production 
requires a precise, complete visual-motor program called 
‘kinetic melody’ (Luria, 1980) for planning and producing 
each sequentially ordered component stroke.  

and..spoken and written language 
are not the same

Writing: an immense neurological juggling act
(www.allkindsofminds.com)
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Writing is a particular form of expressive language that 
requires the co-ordination of multiple jointly working brain 
structures for successful completion (Feifer & De Fina, 2002).
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(Berninger, Abbott, Abbott, 
Graham & Richards, 20022

Effective Strategies

Processes that 
underpin writing

Why writing is 
difficult
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The continuum of human ability
 

Below Average Above Average

�
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Developmental Functions  
(Levine, 2003) (see Schools Attuned)

Below Average Above Average

� � � � � � �	 �
Memory

Language
Spatial Ordering

Sequential Ordering
Motor

Higher Order Thinking
Social Thinking 

Attention
Neurological 

Environmental

ADHD & 
LD.

Phonological-orthographic memory - Memory for 
sound-symbol associations.
Visualisation - Memory for appearances of letters, letter 
patterns and words.
Retrieval of words - Precise naming and retrieval of 
specific vocabulary.
Semantic memory - Recall of ideas and facts.
Passage memory - Serial flow of ideas from what was 
written earlier in the passage to what will follow.
Recall of rules - Retrieval and rapid application of the 
mechanics of writing (e.g., capitalisation, punctuation, 
grammar and spelling). 
Motor memory - Recall of letter formations / location of 
keys on keyboard.

M

E

M

O

R

Y

(See: www.allkindsofminds.org Impact of Neurodevelopmental Dysfunction on Writing) 

Effective Strategies: 
Preventing writing 

difficulties 

Skills that underpin 
writing

Common writing 
difficulties

Teacher 
knowledge

Is handwriting that important? 

• Motor difficulties impair compositional 
fluency so automaticity is compromised.

• Automatic letter writing is the single best predictor of 
length and quality of written composition in the middle 
primary years (Graham, et al, 1997)

• Poor handwriting is also the result of poor letter 
representation in memory…and training in handwriting 
fluency improved word recognition in reading. Teaching
strengthens the connection between writing letters and 
decoding letters in at-risk writers  (Berninger & Winn, 
1997). 

So, what does this mean in terms of instruction? 

Berninger (2005) argues that:

• A primary motor disorder usually leads to 
handwriting disorder, however if normal preschool 
motor, then the child may develop dysgraphia (non-
motor) (Berninger, 2005).

(Paul has an identified primary motor disorder)

•Direct instruction in handwriting is critical and this 
should include visual cues and verbal mediation. 
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Term 1 Term 2 Term 3 Term 4

MECHANICS

Letters
See 
sequence 
in hand out

Copy shapes 
(ie., circles, zig 
zags) then 
lower case 
letters

Upper case 
letters 
second, 
then revise 
lower case. 

Reteach both upper and lower 
case based on need. Practice 
is ongoing throughout Year 1. 

Paper Folded
(4.5cms)

Lines
(4.5cms)

Dotted 1/2s
(3cms 
/1.5cm 
dotted lines)

Dotted 1/3s
(3cm/1cm 
dotted lines)

Tools Crayon Pencil Pencil Pencil 

Excerpt: Writing Overview (Perks, 2006)
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Effective Strategies must 
be taught explicitly

Skills that underpin 
writing

Common writing 
difficulties

Teacher 
knowledge

How to Help Your Students Write Well: An Interview with 
Steven Graham Brown (2007)

"The ©once and done© model doesn©t work for these 
kids…we found in some of the control groups, the 
teacher presented it once to the class and the kids 
didn©t get it. Kids with learning disabilities need extra 
help or scaffolding. You need to go over it and be sure 
they understand.”
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Meta-Analysis

Provides a common language or ‘Effect Size’ 
statistic that has research significance. This 

is called power analysis:

Large (.80>)
Medium (.50 -.80)
Small (.20 -.50)

For example, assume that 
the effect size computed for a 
specific study is 1.0. This 
means that the average 
score for students in the 
experimental group is 1.0 
standard deviation higher 
than the average scores of 
students in the control group. 

Practice Mean Effect Size

Mnemonic Instruction 1.62

Self-Monitoring 1.36

Reinforcement 1.17

Self-Questioning 1.16

Drill and Practice .99

Strategy Instruction .98

Feedback .97

Direct Instruction .93

Visual Displays .90

Computer-Assisted Instruction .87
(Kavale, 2007, see Hattie, 2009 for further information�

Effective Instructional Practices for Students who 
experience difficulty with learning

Explicit 
Instruction

Effective Instructional Practices (Table con’t)

Practice Mean Effect Size

Repeated Reading .76

Error Correction .72

Early Intervention .71

Ongoing Evaluation .70

Peer Mediation .64

Diagnostic-Prescriptive Teaching .64

Peer Tutoring .62

Positive Class Morale .60

Grouping .43

Increased Time .38

(Kavale, 2007)

Explicit 
Instruction
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Effective Strategies

Processes that 
underpin writing

Why writing is 
difficult

Teacher 
knowledge

Common observable behaviours 
and empirically based strategies

1. ‘Run on’ sentences 

2. Anorexic writing

3. Lack of knowledge 

4. Poor editing/revising
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Emma Grade 2-3 (7-7.5years)

Does not like writing. 

Writing is sometimes poorly 
constructed, lacking in depth 

and agrammatical.  

Speech is tangential at times.

Spelling can be variable.

Sentence Formula 

Step 1
Define a simple sentence
CIP  =  Capital letter + Idea + Punctuation

Example: Emma went to the shops to buy a 
cold drink.

Write three simple sentences about what you 
did at recess. 
Write four simple sentences describing your 
favourite character in the story. 
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Sentence Formula 

Step 2
Define a complex sentence. 
CIP = Capital letter + Idea + Joiner + Idea + 
Punctuation

Words such as and, but, so, because, instead are 
joiners.  Don’t allow students to overuse ‘and’.

Example: Emma went to the shops to buy a cold 
drink and a newspaper for her mum. 

Write 1 simple sentence + 1 complex sentence with 1 
joiner + 1 simple sentence + 1 simple sentence with 1 
joiner  about what you did at recess.

Anorexic writing

� Rather than lack of motivation, lack 
of ability to generate ideas about a 
topic is the issue (Thomas, Englert & 
Gregg, 1987).

• Quantity of writing increased by 
200-300% when students were 
prompted to write more and dictate 
their stories to a scribe. Students 
know more than they commit to paper 
(MacArthur & Graham, 1987).

But writing 
is not just 

talk written 
down

Deciding on the right instruction

•Do students lack the spoken 
language skills to tell a narrative?  Is 
poor narrative structure the issue? 

•Do students have adequate spoken 
language,  but have difficulty 
presenting this in written form? 

“…students must be able to produce extended texts 
(and discourse) that will be comprehensible to an 
unknown audience without the support of others”

(Westby, 1995, p.56)

How’s your story grammar?

Can you tell the story 
from the pictures?

• Once upon a time, in a house in the woods. 

• Three Bears

• Mama bear cooked  porridge that was too hot.

• Feels annoyed – she has done it before.

• The family decide to go for a walk while it cools down.

• While bears are out Goldilocks goes into the house and 
samples and eats porridge, she breaks a chair and 
goes to sleep in Baby Bear’s bed.

• Bears come home and find Goldilocks.

• Angry. Chase Goldilocks away.

Recognise this story?

Setting

Initiating event/problem

Internal response

Plan

" � 	 � � �� 
 � " � � � �� � �� 


Consequence /Outcome

Character

See Berman and Slobin (1994) for full model

" � 	 � � �� 


Story Retelling–Home Program

Select a book to be the focus of the week

Monday 
• Parent reads the story to the child.
• Parents asks questions about the story.

Tuesday
• Parent explains to the child that this time, rather than reading 

the text, the parent will look at the pictures and retell the story 
in his/her own words.

Wednesday
• Together parent and child retell the story (i.e., the adult retells 

one page, then the child retells one page, then the adult…)
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Story Retelling –Home Program
Thursday
• Child looks at the pictures of the picture 
book and retells the entire story independently. 

• If the child is unable to do this, the parent needs to 
offer some assistance. 

Over an 8-12 week period the task of story retelling 
should greatly improve. Children should provide more 
information about the story, use more complex 
sentences, more complex vocabulary and retell stories 
with  much greater confidence and ease. 

Reprinted with permission: 
Diana Rigg, Speech Pathologist and Educational Consultant:
See www.pldec.com.au

Going from spoken to scaffolded written 
language for narratives
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Going from spoken to scaffolded written 
language for narratives

Recommendations of meta analysis: Teaching 
Expressive Writing to Students with Learning 
Disabilities
“Teach the critical steps of the writing process 
explicitly, possibly using a think sheet or mnemonic 
card…Teachers demonstrate each of these three 
important steps: planning, 
writing, and revision” (Gersten & Baker, 1999)�

�
Teaching Expressive Writing to Students with Learning Disabilities: A Research Synthesis 
Gersten and Baker (1999) Retrieved from: www.ncld.org (National Centre For Learning Disabilities 
USA)

Another example of anorexic 
writing

…meet Ruby
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Rules for writing a story

Ruby, 10 years

Note: Ruby’s perception 
that good writing is 
about ‘filling a page’. 
She is more concerned 
about physical effort 
than conveying ideas7
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Conspicuous Strategies

“You tell me, and I forget; you 
teach me, and I remember; you 

involve me, and I learn”

- Benjamin Franklin

Conspicuous Strategies 
make cognitive processes 

explicit

Self-Regulatory Strategies
• What: Strategies to support planning, generating, organising 

and revising by teaching writing structure explicitly.
• Goal: For learners to independently apply procedures to 

monitor and manage their own writing.
• Theory: Cognitive-Behaviour-Modification
• Process: from conscious to unconscious application.
• Research: Strongest effect size (0.82) Graham & Perin (2007)

Stages in Acquiring and Managing Use of a Strategy

(Harris & Graham, 1996)

Stage 1: Develop background knowledge 

Stage 2: Discuss It

Stage 3: Model It 

Stage 4: Memorise It

Stage 5: Support It

Stage 6: Independent Performance

“ I need to remember to 
take my time and not 

rush”

“ When I write a story I will 
follow the W-W-W, What=2, 

How=2 Model”
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Self Regulatory Strategy: The Story Grammar Strategy

1. Think of a story that you would like to share with others.

2. Let your mind be free.

3. Write down the reminder:W-W-W-What2-How2

4. Make notes of your story ideas for each part. 

5. Write your story – use good parts, add, elaborate, or revise 
as you write or afterwards, so it makes sense. 
(Harris & Graham, 1996, p.49)

W-W-W Who, When, Where
What2 What happens when the main character 

does or tries to do it? 

What happens with other characters?

How = 2 How does the story end? 
How does the main character feel, how
do other characters feel?

Model it: Write the script of 
what should be going on in 
Ruby’s head as she 
prepares to write. 

Ruby has never written a 
complete story but can write 
sentences.  Ruby must be 
able to read the instructions 
you write. 

Ruby has reasonable 
‘secretarial’ skills, but poor 
composing skills. 

How I wrote the story about the Bad Puppy

What is it I have to do? Write a story about the picture.

What do I see? A sign that says ‘Bad Puppy’ and a picture of 
a dog who is not in his kennel.  The dog has lots of teeth and a 
red collar. He is smiling. There is a letter but I cannot read the 
words. It  might be a list. There are some birds drinking out of 
the puppy’s bowl. 

Now, I need to look carefully at my 
story reminder and follow the steps.  

W-W-W-What2-How2

W -Who is the main character? The puppy; who else is in 
the story? I’ll have to make that up, the birds and the 
puppy’s family.  The puppy belongs to a little girl  called 
Jessica.  I will call the puppy Rascal because he is 
naughty. 

W – When does the story take place? Okay, I think I’ll 
look at the picture. It doesn’t really tell, so I will make it 
after school.

# � = # � � 
 � > . � ��	 	 / +���/ � �� 0�� � � � 1+�
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Now I need What=2. What does the puppy do?  I think the 
puppy does lots of naughty things like chewing shoes, chasing 
cats, jumping on the furniture and running away.  I think 
Jessica loves Rascal but her mum makes a list of the bad 
things he does.  Jessica’s mum wants to take him back to the 
pet shop. 

Good, I am nearly finished with my planning. The last thing I 
need is How =2.

H – How does the story end? Jessica’s mum  decides one day 
that she has had enough of all the bad things the puppy does 
and she writes a list.  When Jessica gets home from school 
her mum tells her that she is taking the puppy back to the 
shop. Jessica feels very sad. When Jessica’s mum takes the 
puppy back the pet shop owner says “but all puppies are 
naughty”.   Jessica’s mum decides to take Rascal to puppy 
school. Jessica is happy again.

Now it is time to write my story. 

The Bad Puppy
This is the story about Jessica and Rascal her naughty 
puppy. That sounds good. Look at the story reminder and 
see what the next part is. Jessica came home from school 
one day but Rascal was not waiting for her at the gate. Okay, 
now I have to say what happens next. As Jessica walked 
home alone she heard her mum shouting at Rascal, 
“You are a bad puppy, look at my favourite shoes. They are 
wrecked. I have had enough. I am taking you back to the pet 
shop.”  Now I have to say how Jessica feels.
“But he’s only a puppy,” Jessica cried.  She was worried what 
would happen to Rascal. I have to end the story now.
Jessica’s mum rang up the pet shop and read out a long list 
of all the naughty things Rascal had done but the man said 
that all puppies can be naughty. Mum decided to take Rascal 
to puppy school and Jessica was happy. 
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While much longer, Ruby’s story uses simple 
language. To develop her language use, a new 
strategy is introduced that focuses on detail, action 
and elaboration.

Download the 206 page report at 
http://www.all4ed.org/publications/WritingNext/
WritingNext.pdf

Writing Next: Effective Strategies to Improve Writing of 
Adolescents in Middle and High School Graham and Perin (2007)

• Meta-analysis

• 11 significant strategies…some 
with a greater effect size than others

• 0.82 (large) to 0.25 (small)

Teaching Expressive Writing to Students 
with Learning Disabilities: A Research 
Synthesis Gersten and Baker (1999) 
Retrieved from: www.ncld.org (National Centre 
For Learning Disabilities USA)

Going from spoken to scaffolded written 
language for narratives
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A School who does it well...

Genre K-P 1 (6yrs) 2 3 4-5 6-7

Recount Expose Explicit Explicit Explicit Maintain Maintain

Procedure Expose Explicit Maintain Maintain Maintain Maintain

Description Expose Explicit Maintain Maintain Maintain Maintain

Narrative Expose Expose Explicit
NAPLAN

Explicit
NAPLAN

Explicit
NAPLAN

Explicit
NAPLAN

Report Expose Expose Explicit Explicit Maintain

Explanation Explicit Explicit

Exposition Expose Explicit

Expose: Modelled, 
shared and guided 

practice

Explicit: Teach 
to mastery

Maintain: Continue to expose 
and teach explicitly twice per 

term

(Caladenia Primary School, WA)
B� � �� 	 : �5� � 
 � : � &� 
 � � � : � %	 � � � : � +� 	 
 � �

( � � �0�
� � � � �	 � � � � � �

	 � �+� �� �
� � � � �� � 	 � 0�
6� 
 � � �	 � � +

/ � 
 � B� � �� 	 : �
� 
 �� �
 � � �� � 	 � 
 � �� �
� � � � 
 
 � � � � 
 � � � � � C

, � � � �� � � � �

Rules and conventions
• Writing conventions including capitalisation and 
sentence construction are not applied consistently.
Mechanical breakdown 
• Transcribing oral to written is problematic: slower 
production of letters (Weintraub & Graham, 1998), 
poor spelling, poor capitalisation…impedes the ability 
to think and compose.
Self perception
• Less of aware of what constitutes good writing and 
how to produce it.
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The Parts of Speech Rhyme

Every name is called a noun
As field and fountain, street and town. 

In place of noun the pronoun stands,
As he and she can clap their hands. 

The adjective describes a thing,
As magic wand and diamond ring.

The verb means action, something 
done –
To read, to write, to jump, to run.

How things are done, the adverbs tell.
As quickly, slowly, badly, well.
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How to Teach Proofreading
1. Each week/fortnight collect a writing sample from each 

student. The assignment can be from any learning area 
or topic, but remember that teaching proof reading is 
your focus.

2. Read each response and take notes on the types of 
errors you observe: punctuation, spelling, capitalisation, 
too many ‘ands’ etc.

3. Choose the most prevalent error in students’ work.
4. Write down at least three - five instances of the error.
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5. Identify the rule that has been broken in the first 
example and have students spot the same error in 
other examples.  Highlight errors on the board and 
ensure students can explain the correction. 

6. Write down the rule and have students copy it into their 
exercise books on an allocated page. Keep the rules 
simple or commensurate with student ability.
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8. Remove the edited examples and ask the 
students to proofread their papers if necessary 
and correct the target error. 

9. Next time you collect work review it for all 
previously taught rules and write P to indicate 
one or more errors have been made. 

7.     Identify those papers that have 
the error and write P for proofread and 
OK to indicate the error is not present.  
Ignore other errors and do not mark 
the paper in any way.
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9.   Explain to students and their parents that during 
these proofreading activities you are only looking for 
particular errors and ensure you review work 
thoroughly in other contexts for multiple errors.

10. Keep adding to the rules.  By writing out the rule 
students can work out which rule they have broken.
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Transitions and cohesive ties (Gregg, 1986).

“words and phrases that clarify and facilitate 
the flow of ideas.  These include appropriately 
used phrases such as for example, in fact, of 

course, therefore, finally and however”
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.

There is a very poor trickle down of research to 
teachers…arguably those who potentially make the 

most difference in children’s lives.

We must apply the principles of best practice in writing 
instruction to work smarter in the classroom7�


