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EVALUATING A CURRICULUM FOR TEACHING THINKING AND WRITING
(Executive Summary)

Mary H. Shann

Th1s repart on the evaluation of the STEPS curriculum for teaching thinking
skills and expository writing is addressed to several audiences: the Waters -
Foundation which has supported development and formative evaluation of the
curriculum; the curriculum developer and her consultants who have sought
ways to improve the curriculum and make it an attractive component of the ..
language arts curriculum for middle and. junior high schols: the teachers
and administrators from the school system who were willing to take risks and
provide a field site for studying effects of the curriculum on teaching
practices and on students' learning; and finally prospective users of the
curriculum whose needs and goals may be similar to those aF the fie?d site,

The STEPS curr1¢u1um involves sequencing a task into manageable steps to:
help students' overcome their 1lack of confidence 1in academic tasks,
especially writing. Worksheets, puzzles, word problems, stories with holes,
and other mysteries are some of the exercises used initially to help
students read carefully and practice sequential thinking in a variety of
contexts. Collecting and examining evidence, and forming and defending
poitions on controversial issues receive major emphasis later in the course.
 Group discussions, brainstorming, organization of ideas, and outlining are .
- done in conjunciton with writing. essays. According to the developer, -
appropriate implementation of STEPS requires that the teacher use keen -
diagnostic skills in a ncn—threaten1ng. supportive environment to promote
the development of students confidence, endurance in writing assignments,
and support for one another's efforts.

It had been difficult to obtain an appropriate field site w1111ng to
- participate in significant program monitoring, interviewing of students and .
teachers, and collecting of writing samples in a pre-post control group
design with repeated measures., A junior high school in an affluent suburb
in the Greater Boston area agreed to participate. Four experimental (n=19; -
13; 17; 14) and two control classes (n=23; 26) were provided. Two
experienced reading and language arts teachers were trained in the use of
the STEPS curriculum. In each of the four experimental classes, they taught
STEPS two days per week in a three-day-per week remedial course for students
who had been evaluated by the school as perfnrming one grade level of more -
below average in reading comprehension and writing skills. In lieu of this
remedial course, the control students took a modern foreign language. Both
experimental and control students took English classes five days per week
which were devoted largely to reading and interpretation of literature. The

control students were more advantaged than the experiemntal students in that -

the former were not judged to be in need of remedial help in the language
arts.



As part of the evaluation design, writing tasks were assinged to the

. experimental classes four times during the school year, and to the control

classes only in September and June. Four students were randomly selected 'ir

... each of the six classes to participate in individual interviews with vrainec
.- .staffers who inquired the next day how the students approached the writinc
-~ assignment, what he/she was thinking at various points, what classroon
- .experiences had been helpful, whether editing was attempted, and how

satisfied the student was with the paper. The 16 students constituted case
studies. of progress in writing over the  school year. ' End-of-course
evaluations were given only to STEPS students, six randomly selected fron
- each -class who were not already part of the special case studies.

- Structured and informal teacher interviews, logs, telephone conferences, and

- class records were also used in the evaluation.

The writing samples were evaluated through primary trait scoring. After
~training and practice trials, interrater reliability among three judges
‘working independently approached 100%Z. Chi square tests revealed that on
the first writing assignment, the control students scored significantly thaa
‘the remedial STEPS students ( = 24.78, df = 3, p < .0001). On the last
‘writing task administered in June, STEPS students averaged slightiy higher
than the mean for the control group, but the difference was not
significant. This was interpreted to mean that the STEPS group benefited
from their instruction for thinking and expressing oneself clearly in
writing, and that the curriculum was effective in closing the gap between
the remedial and the more advantaged college-bound students, :

The interviews with students revealed the procedures and thought processes
they used to attack the assignments. The interviews were also helpful for
pointing out what the students thought were the most beneficial learning
activities; analysis of interview data in conjunction with writing samples
also underscores the strong influence of interest and prior knowledge for
students' success in a writing task. End of course evaluations provided
more holistic views from students about the STEPS curriculum, much of which
was - complementary and most of which was very insightful. Even remedial
students can reflect carefully on their needs and express them to an
interested listener. Conversations with teachers and more formal interviews
were used to ask about many of the same issues from the teachers'
perspectives. '

Recommendations are provided on several issues: on curriculum development;
on. teacher training; on improving students' learning and proficiency in
“ writing: and on marketing and dissemination of STEPS. One of the greatest
benefits which teachers cited from participation in STEPS was their
- heightened sense of protessionalism. :

Appendices are included which illustrate questions for the evaluation design

‘and sources of information, the writing tasks, primary trait scoring scales,
‘writing process interviews, and student and teacher interviews. ‘
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EVALUATING A CURRICULUM FOR TEACHING THINKING AND WRITING

Mary H. Shann

Boston University

PART I.: CONTEXT FOR THE EVALUATION

INTRODUCTION

This document provides a report on the evaluation of
STEPS, the Waters Foundation Curriculum for teaching thinking
.skillsyénd expository writing. The data for this evaluation
‘repaft were’cclleeted during the 1983-84 academic Year, a time in
the evclutlen of the STEPS curriculum when the purposes and shape
of the curriculum were crystallizing, when firm institutional
commitments ensured a eaaperat;ve f;eld site for testing the
curr;culum, and when prev;aus STEPS evaluations and research on
teaching and learning enabled us ta focus new efforts on informed
quest;cns with promising technigues for inquiry,

,Th;s account is the first major repart‘an the evaluation of
STEPS in five years, Initial sections of the report attempt to
summarize the maturation which has taken place in the STEPS
;urriculum since 1980, the history of implementation at previous
Eielé sites, and the results of earlier formative evaluations of
1@ STEPS pProgram. Then, the design and rationale for the 1983-84

'valuation are presented. Multiple sources of information were




'ﬁsed to geterm;ﬁe how the STEPS curriculum was usea; whét was

ach;eveé and why. Next, the results are presented and é;scusseduf
  £1nally, :ecammendat;sns are given for further refinements in the

Vmaterlals and for the Publication, marketing, and éisseminatién of

STEPS nat;cnally.




. BACKGROUND OF STEPS DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION

Mrs. Falth P. Waters 1aunchea the STEPS curriculum in 1975

“As a reading spec1al;st in a Boston area secondary schaol; she was

7r:=anrgnted dally with students who were unable to meet the

kacadem;c expectat;ans of their cla ses. Using her experlence as a’
J“ teacher, dlagnastlclan, and adult learner, she designed an -
’V;nterdlsclpllnary, process cur:;cuium to lmprave her stuaents'
 sk11ls in oral and written eammun;cat;cn, critical thlnklng, an&
prablgm solving. Mrs. Waters nameﬂ the curriculum “Sequent;al
f’ :hinking for Eéucatianal Problem Solving," fitting it to the
a_iaercnym "STEPS" which reflected her systematic and direct approach
: to diagnosing and responding to learning difficulties.

'Starting with what the student does well, the STEPS approach
,invelvéS'sequeneing a task into manageable steps to overcome the
l,stuQEﬂt's lack of confidence and "blocking" which may have
resulted from previous, often repeated failures. Worksheets,
f&j§uzilesg word problems, math problems, stories with holes, and

23_@ther myster;eg are some of the exercises used initially to help

: wstuaents read carefully and practice sequential thinking in a

 var;ety of contexts. Collecting and examining evidence, and

“forming and defending positions on controversial issues receive
~ major emphases later in the course. Group discussions,
‘H“hraiﬁstieming, organization of ideas, and outlining are done in

'izéanjunctian with essay writing. Appropriate ir~lementation of



]

STEPS requirés;éﬁét the teacher use keen diagnostic skills 1n a:
nan—threaten;ng, suppertlve environment to pfemate the develapment
'féf stuaents' confidence, enduran:e,'and stamina, as well as thei:“ 
'suppgrt for one another.

By September, 1979 Mrs. Waters had developed the STEPS
curriculum mate:;als and documented the teach;ng/learn;ng
strategies suff;c;ently S0 that cther teachers could be tra;ned to
rse the pregram. Two schcals agreed to pilot test the STEPS
cu::xculum;' Dne was the alternat;ve high school in a wsrk;ng
class, urban cammun;ty adjacent tg Boston where Mrs. Waters had
first tried STEPS. The second school was a public junior high
school in an affluent suburb west of Boston. What both field
-sites had in common were STEPS classes of ninth graders sca:;ng
}€twa or more Years below grade lEVel on standard;;eﬂ tests of
‘reading achievement.

At this point in vhe history of STEPS development, it was
apparent that more extensive implementation and field testing of
STEPS would require substantially more financial support and would
be aided considerably if the materials were ready for commercial
production and ma:kefing. The next time field testing and
,fermat;ve evaluation took place was the 1983-84 academic year,
whgse results are the subject of the present report. 1In the
inter§3ning years between 1980 and 1983, Mrs. Waters revised and

refined the curriculum extens;vely using feedback from tea:her%
~and advice from curriculum consultants, other experienced

eéucata:s, and prospective publishers.

11



The revlsed draft of thé cur:leulum no 1cnger emphaslzed its

9;_ ?braad ;ntegdissipllnary applications but focused more on ;ts
}jplacement in the language arts sequence. Literature cempanents

ffmlqht be joined to ‘the STEPS Gurriculum hut the major claim wauld[;

“be the develapment of think;ng strategies for ~approaching a
| ﬁafie,y of acaaemlc and real life problems systematically and with .
confidence., Students 8§ success would be shown in wellsa:ganlseﬁ

effective, expository writing,

12
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RESULTS OF PREVIOUS STEPS EVALUATION

The 1979-80 evaluation of the STEPS curriculum was
exploratory and formative in nature, consistent with the early
stages of development of the curriculum. The plan for the
evaluation was an equivalent time samples, quasi experimental
design with repeated observations in each of four treatment
groups~~two teachers in different schools using the curriculum
a4 one-semester course in both the first and second semesters of
the academic yecar. As noted earlier, the two school districts
which offered pilot sites for the STEPS ecurriculum differed

drammatically in socioeconomic status, but in all classes the

tested two or more years below grade level on standardized readi

tests.

classes: interviews with steps students; the evaluator's and Mr
Waters' notes from classroom observations: notes from telephone
conversation with STEPS teachers; minutes from staff meetings;
written communication to the evaluator from STEPS teachers; the
teachers' logs and Mrs. Waters' comments on those logs; and the
students' test papers, essays, and written responses toc a
questionnaire soliciting their evaluation of the course. The

- evaluator read and reread the information from the variety of

sources to determine points of consensus, to check the perceptio:

13



of one group against another, and to "test” alternate hypotheses
through the data to determine which ware best supported by the
data. In examining the data, the evaluator questioned wWhether
different patterns emerged, perhaps owing to differences in
demographic profiles of the two communities; degree of student
choice in téking the course; teacher experience with STEPS;
teaching style in other courses; or openness of the larger school
environment. In this evaluator's judgement, the two school sites
and the two teachers could be readily distinguished on any of the
characteristics above. Yet several important trends persisted,
regardless of the field site, the teacher, the interviewer, or the
source of information.

Students claimed to be more active participants in STEPS
classroom activities than in the other courses they take, even
courses with the same "STEPS" teachers teaching other subjects.
The students noted the growth in their abilities to tackle more
difficult writing assignments--knowing how to get started,
organizing ideas, and expressing their thoughts more fluently on
paper. STEPS students remarked that they liked being able to
discuss their ideas with classmates; it helped them to clarify
their thinking, consider another point of view, gather new
information in support of their own position, and present and
defend their own thinking more effectively and in greater

detail.

14



Teaching strategies associated with these outcomes were noted
by teachers and students alike. Sometimes the students could say
only that steps teaching is different, without being able to
explain the nature of the difference. However, teachers noted
clearly how the STEPS curriculum fostered or reinforced clear
patterns of behavior for them: breaking down difficult tasks into
manageable pieces; using practice exercises to illustrate thought
processes or develop fluency of words and ideas; noting the
sequence of steps; creating an environment in which it was "0OK" to
make a?d correct mistakes, and encouraging students to help others
and in the porcess help themselves. The currciculum placed the
teachers in a demanding but highly safisfying role, and made them

more conscious of their teaching behaviors.



THE STEPS EVALUATION DESIGN FOR 1983-1984

Rationale

The 1983~84 academic year marked the first time in the
development of STEPS that a comprehensive and controlled
evaluation of the STEPS curriculum could be done. Objectives for
the curriculum had matured with an expressed focus on writing as
an index .. clear thinking. Previous evaluations had relied
heavily on interviews with students and teachers to gauge the
cognitive and affective benefits of the curriculum., It was time
to complement these qualitative approaches to evaluation with a
more objective assessment of the curriculum's effects--a pre-post
control group design using students' actual performance on writing
tasks as the criterion measures.

During the previous year, the STEPS development team had
begun discussions with teachers and administrators at a suburban
junior high school which was considering the adoption the STEPS
curriculum. STEPS became a major component in the language arts
program for eighth graders who needed remedial instruction in
reading and writing. These students took the STEPS curriculum in
addition to their English literature course, but instead of
instructinn in a foreign language,

The school agreed to permit the assignment of writing tasks
to two control classes which would be used for purposes of

comparison; they also allowed that randomly selected students in
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those classes could be interviewed about their writing. More
frequent writing samples and corresponding interviews of control
students would not be permitted. And, in a time of national
debate about teacher effectiveness and merit pay, it was thought
that the purpose of repeated observations of the control classes
might be misinterpreted and thus jeopardize the entire evaluation
effort,

The teachers of the experimental groups, who were involved
regularly in discussions about the curriculum and its ﬁse; did not
seem tp be threatened by the evaluation activities. Extensive
data collection was permitted in the experimental classes. An
cutline of the evaluation design is contained in Table 1. All of
the data was collecteé as planned with the exception of the
classroom observation schedules. The evaluation assistan‘r were
advised to give priority to the collection of writing samples and
the conduct of writing process interviews with STEPS and non~STEPS
students. It was not possible to accommodate the students' class
scheduler for the purpose of interviewing and apply the
observation system as well. 1In addition, a choice had to be made
regarding time for training to score and for actually scoring the
writing samples versus time to train and apply the observation
system. Again the decision was made in favor of the writing
assessment because it was the only opportunity to gather much
needed comparative data on writing performances of STEPS and non=-

STEPS students.

17



The field site available to the STEPS curriculum was a
junior high school in an affluent suburb in the Greater Boston
area. The school's program had two tracts, for college-bound and
non-college bound students. Four experimental and two control
classes would be provided. The number of students in each of
these classes is given in Table 1.

Experimental Classes

There were two experienced reading and language arts
teachers trained in the use of the STEPS curriculum. The adoption
plan called for them to use STEPS two equivalent days per week in
the three~days-per-week remedial course; they would attend to
reading assignments the remaining time. One teacher had one class
of STEPS students while the other taught three STEPS classes, all
at the eighth-grade level. 1In each of the four experimental
classes the students had been evaluated by the school as
performing below grade level in reading comprehension and writing
skills, They were "mainstreamed” with more able non-college=~
bound students in the schoc 's regular eighth-grade English
classes which met five days per week.

Control Classes

The control group was comprised of non-STEPS students in
two eighth-grade English classes in the college-bound tract.

Their English classes also met five times per week and were taught

18
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TABLE 1
OUTLINE OF THE EVALUATION DESIGN

Schedule . Experimental (STEPS) Classes  Control Classes
gu Teacher A Teacher B . Jeacher C
Collection Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 Class 5 Class 6

n=19 n=13 n=17 n=14 n=23 n=26

Writing Tasks and
Primary Trait Scoring
September
December
April/May
June

Dl g D et
W el
3 2 € >
T Dl Skt el
>
>

ThinkingyWriting
Process Interviews
(4 S's per class)
September
December
April/May
June

P2 DE
20 D B Dt
2 Dl 2 2C
D W DL

Classroom Observations
with STUDENTS System
in STEPS and non-STEPS
portions of curriculum

October

January

- March
May

2 DR 2

€ g D D¢
g 2
oo P 1
P R St 2l
D e D

Course Evaluation
Interviews ,
(6 $'s per class) X

o
>
>

Teacher Logs and 7
Informal/Telephone X X X X
Conferences

Structured Teacher : —— ——
Interview (May) X X

NOTE.--THE CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS COULD NOT BE
COMPLETED AS PLANNED

19
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by an experienced teacher. The control students were more
advantaged than the experimen:al students in that the former were
not judged to be in need of remedial help in the language arts.
For both experimental and control students, instruction in English
classes was largely devoted to reading and interpretation of
literature. The experimental students had remedial assistance
with STEPS, while the control students used a comparable amount of
time in their academic program for instruction in a foreign
language.

Questipns Addressed by the Evaluation

Improvements in the STEPS curriculum, clarification of its
goals, results of previous evaluations, and the availabilitv of an
optimal field site all helped to sharpen the focus of the
questions which could be asked by the 1983-84 evaluation. The
types of questions for 1983-84 moved from the realm of description
and general inquiry toward the level of identifying what learning
experiences were associated with improved thinking and writing and
why. 1In addition, some comparative analyses could be used since
control classes were available for the first time. A list of
questions which guided the conduct of the evaluation is provided

in Appendix A.

20
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Sources of Data

Multiple indices were used to gauge the effects of the sTEPS
curriculum and to check percept: about how the curriculum was
being used. These included student and teacher interviews;
students' writing samples; classroom observations; and formal and
informal conferences with teachers, administrators, and the STEPS
developers. In Appendix A, the sources of data are shown in
relation to the questions which each was intended to address. The
application of these sources, or instruments for data collection,
are also given in the evaluation design outlined in Table 1. The
discussicn of these instruments and the results obtained with

each follows the order in which they are presented in Table 1.

21



PART II.: INSTRUMENTS AND RESULTS
WRITING TASKS AND PRIMARY TRAIT SCORING

From its inception, STEPS was designed as a curriculum for
teaching thinking skills; the emergence of writing as a ecritical
manifestation of clear thinking warranted the efforts which would
be required to focus the 1983-84 evaluation on students' actual
performance in expository writing.

Since 1969, the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) has led the way in advances in methodological research and
practice in the measurment and scoring of writing achievement.
The STEPS developers and evaluator agreed to follow that lead.
The NAEP exercises provided suitable models for the creation of
clear writing tasks which might enable reliable and valid results.
Of the scoring approaches applied by NAEP-~holistic scoring,
primary trait scoring, and scoring of cohesion, syntax and
@echanics-sthe method of primary trait scoring provided the best
fit to the use of writing which the STEPS curriculum sought to
develop.

Four writing exercises were developed by Dr. Margaret
McNeill whose expertise includes curriculum development and
measurement as well as project management and supervision. 1In
consultation with the STEPS developer, teachers, and evaluator,

she reviewed the proposed topics and refined the writing tasks.
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Assignments were sought which would build on the interest and
prior knowledge of the students and would stress organization,
thoughtful presentation of ideas and/or persuasion, Topics of the

four exercises and their Primary traits are listed below.

Task 1: Letter on Policy for Watching T.v.

The PTO asked your principal to recommend to parents a
policy about students' watching TV on week nights. Before
he makes his policy, he wants to hear from the students.
Write a brief letter to the principal describing the reasons
for and against allowing students to watch television on
week nights. Then describe what policy you would recommend.
Give reasons for your recommendations.

Primary trait: Persuasion through invention and defense of

a policy that is linked to a balanced presentation of the
pros and cons of allowing students to watch television on

week nights.

Task 2: Essay on Movie Ratings

A rating system now exists for movies. Restrictions are
placed on movie viewers according to age. Write an essay
explaining why you think the rating system is important or
why you think it should be changed. This will be an opinion
essay. Decide whether you want to start with the least
important idea and build up to you strongest. Conc=ider

giving the strongest argument first.
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Primary trait: Expression of an opinion on a social issue

supported by several thoughtful reasons that are organized

to reveal their relative importance.

Task 3: Essay on videogames

Write an essay presenting your opinion on one of the issues
surrounding videogames. Show how the data collected from
the class questionnaire supported your opinion, changed your
opinion, or disagreed with your opinion but did not change

Primary trait: Reasoned pPresentation of an

opinion/hypothesis about social behavior and a clear,
thoughtful discussion of the role of research data in

reinforcing, modifying, or changing the hypothesis/opinion.

Task 4: Recommendation on Class Trip.

Write a letter to the House Leaders describing your
impressions of what New York City offers and of what
Washington, D.C. offers to visiting students. Then indicate
your recommendation for which city or cities should be
included in next year's trip. Give reasons for your
recommendation.

Primary trait: Persuasion through invention and defense of

a4 recommendation linked to a thoughtful discussion of the

alternatives.

24



In addition to the tasks and Primary traits, a rationale wag
developed for the Primary trait, and a general orientation wag
given for scoring, Then, following the NAEP model, a scoring
guide was created, providing detailed descriptions of the
possible scores. The writing exercises angd primary trait scoring
guides for each of the four assignments are given in Appendix B,

Two evaluation assistants were trained by Dr. McNeill in the
use of the scoring Systems. Each of these three individuals
scored every paper indepenéently and the group reconvened to
compare scores. 1In the cases of discrepancies in scores assigned
to a paper, the three discussed reasons for assigning the scores
and came to a concensus on a score for each of the disputed
papers,

Results of the §C0ring are given in Table 2. The time which
would have been required for administration of the second and
third writing tasks to the control classes was considered
prohibitive by the school, so the evaluation design could include
experimental and control group comparisons only on the first and
fourth writing tasks. Chji square tests were used to determine the
significance of differences between the distributions of writing
§cores. (This nonparametric technique required no assumptions
about the shape of the distribution or the comparability of scores
across tasks which the more powerful repeated measures ANOVA would

have required.)



TABLE 2

Percentege Distributions of Writing Assessment Scores for STEPS
Experimental and Control Classes and Chi Sgquare Tests of
Significance of Differences in Group Distributions

Score STEPS Classes Control Classes Chi
. Square
Task 1: n=59 n=46
Letter to 1 66,18 26.1% 24.78
Principal 2 27.1% 41.3% df=3
en TV Policy 3 6.8% 28.3% p<.0001
4 0 4.3%
Task 2: n=57 Not assigned
Essay on 1 43.9%
Movie 2 47.4%
Ratings 3 7.0%
4 1.8%
Task 3: n=52 Not assigned
Essay on 1 32.7%
Video 2 51.9%
Games 3 11.5%
4 3.8%
Task 4: n=58 n=40
Reccmmenda=- 1 33.3% 37.5% N.S.
tion on 2 38.6% 40.0%
Class Trip 3 21.1% 10.0%
4 7.0% 12.5%
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The Chi square for significance of differecnces in the
distributions of STEPS and control group scores on the first
writing activity was highly significant, at p<.0001. Examination
0f the percentage distributions for task 1 in Table 2 shows that
the control group posted significantly more scores at the upper
ratings than the STEPS group,

The differences are also shown in Table 3, where percentages
from the raw score points are grouped according to the score
interpretations employed by NAEP: scores of 1 or zero were
considered be "below marginal,” and scores 2, 3, and 4 were
termed "marginal or better." Not surprisingly for a group of
students judged to be in need of remedial assistance in reading
comprehension and writing skills, the STEPS students had 66.1% of
their group earning "below marginal" scores at the beginning of
the school year. On the same task, the more advantaged students
in the control classes included 73.9% who achieved scores which
were "marginal or better.”

The fourth writing task was administered at the end of the
academic year, in June, 1984. On this task, there were no
significant differences between the STEPS and control students.
In fact, the STEPS group had a slightly (but nonsignificantly)
higher percentagns of students scoring at "marginal or better" and

"competent or better" levels on task 4, as shown in Table 3.



TABLE 3

Comparison of Writing Assessment Scores for Eighth-Grade STEP:

Classes and Control Classes with 1973

National

] and 1978 NAEP Data for
Samples of l3-Year-0lds

Assessment Not Rate- Below Marginal Competent
able Maraginal or Better or Better
Scores (0) (1) (2,3, &4) (3 & 4)

i - == TR = e e = i = o i ——e
Source Task 1: Letter to the Principal en TV Viewing
Date Policy; September, 1983
STEPS Classes 0 66.1% 33.9% 6.8%

(n = 59)
Control Classes 0 26,1% 73.9% 32.6%
(n = 4¢)
Source Task 4: Letter to House Leaders on Recommenda-
Date tion for Class Trip; June, 1984
STEPS Classes 0 33.3% 66.7% 28.1%
(n = 58)
Contreol Classes 0 37.5% 62.5% 22.5%
(n = 40)
Source NAEP: Letter to Principal Recommending Change
Date for School Improvement; 1973, 1978
National Sample 2.9% 28.0% 69.1% 28.4%
(n = 2,552)
1973
National Sample 2.3% 33.6% 64.0% 20.3%
(n = 2,793)
1978
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This result shceuld not be interpreted that the STEPS group
outperformed the more advantaged control students, or that the
control group's performance diminished over the course of the
school year, (omparing performance on similar but nontheless
different writing tasks {1 versus 4) is tenuous at best. A more
defensible interpretation is that the STEpS group benefitted from
their instruction for thinking and expressing oneself clearly in
writing. The "treatments" received by the control students in
their English classes and foreign language classes were not
designed expressly to improve writing skills. It is also
important to note that the STEPS students received the writing
tasks as part of their course and knew that their scores would
contribute to their grades; the control students did not have
similar motivation to perform well. The student interviews
described in the next section were used to probe about the
influence of prior knowledge, interest, instruction, and

situational factors on the students performance in writing.
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WRITING PROCESS INTERVIEWS

STEPS curriculum could help students write more clearly and
effectively but also why and how STEPS might be ac:émélishing this
goal. 1It was decided to interview students soon after their
experience with a writing activity. Interview schedules were
designed to inquire about the student's knowledge ang interest in
the topic, and about the thinking strategies students use in
prepargtien for writing, during writing, and in rewriting, Feur
different writing process interviews wore developed, with most of
the questions specific to the corresponding writing assignment.
In the first ang fourth writing process interviews, additional
general questions were asked about what factors and learning
eXxperiences help students to write more eagsily. The four writing
Proecess interview schedules are given in Appendix C.

As shown in Table 1, the evaluation design called for
thinkiﬁg!uriting process interviews in conjunction with each of
the four writing tasks for the STEPS classes. Four students in
each of the four STEPS classes were randomly selected for
participation in the interviews; each student was interviewed four
times over the course of the school Year. Of the 16 students, two

were transferred, leaving 14 s1EPS students with complete sets of

3u




rriting samples and process interviews. Four students in cach of
the two control classes were also randomly selected for
participation in the process interviews. Since only two writing
samples could be administered in the control classes, only two
process interviews (first and fourth) were used with the control
students.

The evaluator compiled a case study of materiales for each
student selected for participation in the process interviews.
For STEPS students, a set of data included four papers and four
interg}aws; for control subjects, a set contained two papers and
two interviews. The information was condensed to two pages of
notes for each student. The notes were used to check if there
were patterns of factors that made writing easier, more fluent,
more effective. Students' expression of interest and prior
knowledge in the topics were also noted in relation to scores.on
their papers. Special attention was given to the students account

of how he or she approached the assignment, what pre-writing

have helped the student with the assignment, and what the student
thought of his or her finished product. The evaluator returned to
the original interview forms to check whether these responses
differed by topic, over time, among individuals, and between
groups. The analysis was a gualitative process of sifting through
the data, discerning patterns, and checking those trends against
alternate hypotheses to determine which were best supported by the

responses,
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One overriding impression about the writing process
interviews is that students’ accounts of what they wrote in the
letters or essays matched almost verbatim what they actually wrote
on those assignments: (The interveiwers had been trained to take
verbatim responses to all interview questions whenaver possible.)
Thus it seemed that asking students about a writing assignment one
or two days after the assignment was completed might be an
accurate way to find out about the thinking strategies and

activities employed in the writing process.

General Questionsg

The first and fourth interviews asked students to locate
writing as a difficult or easy task among the range of subjects
and types of assignments they had to do in school. 1In both the
STEPS classes and the control classes, there were students who
named writing easiest and most difficult, but most placed it in
between. Without prompting, many of the students would qualify
how easy or difficult writing comes to them; "It depends on the
assignment." These interviews also inquired directly about what
makes writing easier for the students, including characteristics
of the assignment, where and when it is done, and what resources
are helpful. Wwithout exception the students noted that familiar,
interesting topics are easiest to write about. About as many
would like a choice of topic as would have a topic assigned, as

long as its interesting.
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Individual preferences were also reflected in the range of
answers to where they would like to work on an assignment and how
much time they needed. What seemed to be behind the responses for
both STEPS and control students were the concerns about where they
could get help getting started, from the teacher or a parent,
and/or where they could concentrate. If only one class period was
allowed for an assignment, students wanted to take it home if it
was at all difficult. A few very blase students (with
consistently low writing scores) didn't seem to care what
conditions prevailed.

In the first process interview, the students in both groups
seemed tentative in their responses to questions about whether
certain activities and resources make writing easier, like
discussing ideas, looking up information, gathering data, working
by oneself, or looking at other writing samples. Unlike the
spontaneous and immediate responses about interesting, familiar
topics being easier to write about, it seemed that students were
thinking about the helpfulness of the aids to writing for the
first time~-testing the interviewer's prompts against their
writing experiences, and qualifying answers according to the topic

of the writing assignment.
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In the fourth process interview, the STEPS students seemed
to be surer of their answers to these general questions about aids
commentary. In general, individual control students reported the
same preferences as before, but noting that they did not have much
writing experience during the yeaég

The general questions on ease of writing and facilitators to
writing were used only in the first and fourth interviews. With
this exception, all four interviews had parallel structures with
sets of questions on the following issues: interest in and
knowledge of the topic; relation of classroom instruction to the
writing assignment (particularly in interviewe two and three,
relating to movie ratings and videogames); and the individual
thinking, planning, and writing and editing processes the student
used to complete the assignment.

Interest and Knowledge of Topic

Students' responses indicated that their interest in the
topic and the prior knowledge they bring to the assignment have a
great deal to do with their subjective sense of ease in writing.
It also appears that these factors have a great deal to do with
characteristics of the papers they produce, including fluency and
coherence. The fourth writing task, to write a letter to the

house leaders making a recommendation on the class trip for year's
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eighth grader, produced the most fluent and animated writing of
any of the assigned topics. It was clear from the interviews that
their recent experience on the class trip to New York City and
Washington, D.C, was a vivid memory and for most of them a very
positive one. Several students in both the STEPS and control
groups commented that they liked being asked for their opinions
and liked doing the assignment; most of the students were pleased
with their finished papers.

The STEPS students, who could compare the "trip letter" with
the essay on videogames, uniformly noted that the letter was
easier to write because they could rely on their own experience
and "had just lived it." The videogames essay required collecting
new information--others' opinions--and making comparisuvns before
they could proceed with the assignment. Several of the students
expressed having little or no experience with videogames and just
as little interest. However one STEPS student who did very
poorly, scoring all "1's" on the other three writing assignments
did well (a "3") on the videogames essay, probably owing to his
superior knowledge of the topic. He claimed no further interest
in videogames; they were "passe,"” but he had been spending up to
20 hours and $50. per week in a local arcade. His paper read as
though he knew what he was talking about.

The previous assignments on watching television on week
nights and on the merits of thz movie rating system were mildly
interesting to the students, but few expressed strong interest or

lack of interest in the topics. There was a great deal of
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sameness to the positiong voiced on the T.V. policy; "T.V. has
some value, but gct your homework done first." The control
students were simply more articulate in expressing this position
in the first writing assignment. The essay on movie ratings,
given only to the STEPS group, seemed to lend itself to more
issues for discussion. On this topic the interest and prior
knowledge were more variable. 1In all, the topic of videogames was
least interesting to the students and the class trip most
interesting,

Connection of Instruction to Assignment

The second, third, and fourth writing process interviews
included sets of questions asking students directly whether their
classroom instruction affected how they proceeded with the
assignemnts. As should be expected, all of the control students
reported that they saw no link between instruction in their
English classes and the letter writing assignment on the class
trip (task 4). However, one noted that reading literature helped
her to take another's point of view, which was helpful for the
assignment, and another felt that her experience in writing over
the course of the year was probably useful,

Almost all of the STEPS students named several classroom
experiences which were helpful for doing the writing assignments:
taking notes; discussing ideas; "especially the planning;" doing a
rough draft; and, for the videogames essay, "the computer

results." These claims were elaborated in responses to the next
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set of questions on how they approached the assignment, but the
questions relating classroom experiences to the writing
assignments were asked directly at first, to find out where any
help might be coming from--STEPS or some other school experience.

The only instructional aid mentioned which was obviously not
part of the STEPS curriculum was “the triangle." It was explained
to the evaluator that language arts teachers throughout the junior
high school use the figure to help students think about a writing
assignment from three different perspectives--the writer, the
audience, and the content itself. It appeared that some STEPS
students used the approach to advantage in the first writing
task, but difficulties arose in later assignments when other
planning techniques were introduced in the STEPS curriculum.
Thinking in terms of triangles while creating lists of pros and
cons or focllowing guidelines for data collection and
interpretation produced some dissonance for at least some of the
STEPS students. Apparently the students did not feel free to
vary their approaches to planning and pre-writing.

It was clear from students' responses from that classroom
discussion had an influence on the direction, fluency and clarity
of their writing. Most often that influence was positive.
However, there may have been some detrimental effects. For
example, there were a disproportionate number of students in one
class who missed the point of the first assignment. As noted in

Appendix B, they were supposed to advise the principal what policy

Co



to recommend on students' watching television on week nights.
Instead, they argued who should make that policy, the school or
the family. It is most likely that the classroom discussion lead
them off the track of the original assignment, even though the
task was given to the students in writing.

Experience in the Writing Process

In all four sets of interviews, students were asked how they
first reacted to each writing assignment, how they got started,
what were the subsequent steps, whether this process was what the
student normally did, whether the student "got stuck" at all, what
kind of editing the student tried to accomplish, and whether the
student was pleased with the finished product. This
"metacognitive" ability to think about thinking and discuss the
experience of writing was the "common denominator" in the last set
of questions on the interviews.

To the extent one can be sure with such cumbersome
qualitative data, it seems clear that this metacognitive ability
to reflect on the processes of thinking and writing is closely
related to performance on the writing tasks. Interviews of
control students who scored "competent or better," (3 or 4),
revealed confident, articulate responses about how they approached
the writing assignment and what they were trying to accomplish.

It should be noted too that interest and prior knowledge of the

topic were also satisfied in these cases.
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The overriding impression from the interviews of STEPS
students, after the importance of interest