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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

Three Studies Exploring the Influence of the Pathway Project on Teacher and Student Learning 

By 

Lauren Christine Godfrey 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 

University of California, Irvine, 2019 

Professor Carol Booth Olson, Chair 

 The UCI Pathway Project is an intervention program that provides professional 
development (PD) to teachers working in districts with high enrollments of ELs.  The definitive 
characteristic of the program is its cognitive strategies approach to academic reading and writing.  
Although the program has had a history of success in raising the achievement of ELs and their 
native English-speaking peers in the area of text-based analytical writing, little is known about 
how and why the program continues to be effective across a range of contexts.     
 This three-article dissertation deepens our understanding of the Pathway Project PD by 
using a case study approach to explore the changing teaching practices of three teachers and the 
writing development of their students in the Norwalk-La Mirada Unified School District 
(NLMUSD).   Field notes from classroom observations, transcripts of teacher and student 
interviews, teacher surveys, students’ Pathway Project pre and post-tests, and student writing 
samples are analyzed using qualitative methods to unpack the complex ways in which the 
program influences both teacher and student learning.    
 The first study follows the case of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes, two teachers participating 
in the Pathway Project, and analyzes how, through the cultivation of reform ownership, agency 
was achieved for the development of teacher professionalism and expertise, and the advancement 
of student learning.   Findings reveal that the cultivation of reform ownership was marked by 
three stages: 1. Emerging Reform Ownership; 2. Developing Reform Ownership; and 3. 
Deepening Reform Ownership.  It was when Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes developed the belief that 
using cognitive strategies could support their students in engaging in the moves of experienced 
readers and writers (and they moved beyond the view that the program was simply a matter of 
implementing materials), that there was a transfer of ownership of the Pathway Project to 
teachers, and agency for the advancement of student learning could be achieved. 
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 The second and third studies are informed by cognitive and sociocultural perspectives of 
learning and focus on the writing development of students participating in the Pathway Project.  
Findings from the second study, a case study of sixteen students, demonstrate that students 
experienced overall growth in their writing development from the pre to the post-test.  An 
examination of the students’ pre and post-tests indicate that students demonstrated significant 
growth in their writing in three areas: 1. the structure and organization of ideas; 2. the integration 
and use of textual evidence; and 3. the development of commentary and ideas.  In addition, 
students reasoned that their writing had developed because of their engagement in the following 
practices: 1. supporting ideas with evidence from the text; 2. writing introductions with hooks, 
TAGs, and claims; and 3. identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements.  
Although students’ perceived that they had experienced overall growth from the pre to the post-
test, and this was reflected in their performance on the assessments, students reported that the 
following areas of writing were still challenging for them: 1. providing commentary on the text; 
2. pulling relevant evidence from the text; and 3. finding the words to express their thoughts. 
 The third study investigates how an EL student, Leo, developed a positive writerly 
identity and the role of his teacher, Mrs. Cruz, in this journey.   Five critical moments are 
identified in Leo’s development: 1. reading the Steve Irwin article; 2. writing the introduction of 
the Steve Irwin essay; 3. revising the pretest; 4. writing the posttest essay; and 5. receiving the 
most improved student award.   Within each of these moments Leo demonstrated that he was 
acquiring the following skills and strategies of an experienced writer 1. moving from knowledge-
telling to knowledge-transformation (through the use of declarative, procedural, and conditional 
knowledge); 2. revising for content and viewing writing as non-linear; and 3. taking ownership 
and displaying a sense of self-efficacy.  Mrs. Cruz helped Leo to acquire these skills through 
explicit strategy instruction, modeling, and the use of gradual release.  Mrs. Cruz also assigned 
competency to students and gave them time to reflect on their own learning, so that Leo could 
see that an experienced writer was someone he, too, could become.   
 Together, the three studies included in this dissertation point to the many ways in which 
the Pathway Project influences teacher and student learning.  Illuminating the complexity of the 
program, can contribute to a better understanding of how to create improved and more equitable 
learning opportunities for all students, including those of diverse backgrounds. 
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Introduction 

 Although over the last thirty years “our nation’s educational system has scored some 

extraordinary successes, especially in improving the reading and writing skills of young children, 

. . . the pace of literacy improvement has not kept up with the pace of growth in the global 

economy, and literacy gains have not been extended to adolescents in the secondary grades” 

(Graham & Perin, 2007).   In other words, the literacy achievement of adolescent students, in 

contrast to the increased achievement of students at the elementary school grades, has remained 

stagnant (Graham & Perin, 2007; National Center for Education Statistics, 2006).  Results from 

the 2011 NAEP show that in both the eighth and twelfth grades, over seventy percent of students 

performed below the proficient level in writing; this means that almost three quarters of twelfth-

grade students are graduating high school with basic or below skill levels in writing. These low 

writing performance levels impact students as they transition to college.  Nearly one third of high 

school graduates are not ready for college-level English composition courses and college 

instructors estimate that fifty percent of high school graduates are not prepared for college-level 

writing (Graham & Hebert, 2010; Heller & Greenleaf, 2007). Considering that writing is a 

foundational skill required in all disciplines, a gatekeeper correlating with future academic 

success, these numbers should give us great cause for concern.  In sum, we have not adequately 

prepared the majority of our students to succeed at the post-secondary level.   

A Lack of Adequate Writing Instruction for English Learners 

 This lack of adequate writing instruction is particularly true for the population of English 

learners that continues to be underserved in the United States.  The term English learners (ELs) 

describes a heterogeneous group of students with differences in ethnic backgrounds, 

socioeconomic status, and prior schooling experiences (National Governors Association Center 
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for Best Practices, 2010; Matsuda, Ortmeier-Hooper, & You, 2006).  They represent the fastest 

growing segment of the K-12 student population, with the greatest increases in grades 7-12 

(Hoffman & Sable, 2006; Kindler, 2002).  As has been well-documented, inadequate teacher 

preparation, incoherence and inconsistency in program implementation, and inappropriate 

curriculum materials contribute to unequal opportunities for ELs (Gandara, Maxwell-Jolly, 

Driscoll, 2005; Gold, Maxwell-Jolly, 2008; Olsen, 2010).  Adding to this inequity are systemic 

tracking practices that either place ELs in isolated intervention classes, removed from their 

native English speaking peers, or low-level mainstream classes where students’ exposure to 

high-quality writing instruction may be limited (Harklau, 1994; Harklau & Pinnow, 2009).  

These classes often emphasize the teaching of basic skills (such as literal comprehension and 

short-answer responses) at the expense of concentrated language development in English and 

access to the challenging interpretive and analytical work typically given to honors students 

(Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003, p. 689; Callahan, 2005; Olson, et. al, 2012, p. 

327).  This is not to suggest that ELs do not need basic skills; rather, what is needed to better 

serve this population is instruction that includes the building of basic skills, but integrates them 

as a component of --and not a substitute for-- rigorous coursework and the cultivation of higher 

level reading, thinking, and writing skills (Goldenberg, 2008; Olsen, 2010, Rance-Roney, 2009).  

 Such unequal opportunities to learn translate into unequal outcomes for ELs.  They 

struggle academically, have significant gaps in reading and writing proficiency, and many have 

learned habits of disengagement (Olsen, 2010).  The performance of ELs on national writing 

exams also remains well below that of their peers.  For example, on the 2011 NAEP, only one 

percent of ELs in grades 8 and 12 scored at a level of proficient or above ((U.S. Department of 

Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2012).  At 
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the secondary level, ELs are among those students at greatest risk for attrition and, in California, 

approximately 1 of 4 ELs is likely to drop out (Callahan, 2013; Rumberger & Lim 2008).   Those 

adolescent ELs who do graduate from high school and seek a university degree, report that in 

transitioning from the secondary to post-secondary environment, the greatest linguistic challenge 

they face is writing (Kanno & Grosik, 2012).  Clearly, our nation’s schools are not doing enough 

to help ELs attain the writing proficiency levels needed to satisfy classroom demands, much less 

achieve college and career readiness (Graham & Perin, 2007, p. 3).  

A Promising Solution: High-Quality Professional Development for Teachers of ELs 

 Students’ success in the secondary classroom and their preparation for future college and 

careers are predicated on teacher learning and expertise.  Therefore, well-designed, high-quality 

professional development (PD) for teachers has been cited across numerous studies as a key 

mechanism for achieving educational improvement (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Darling-Hammond, 

1997; Desimone, 2009; Desimone, Garet, Birman, Porter, & Yoon, 2002; Lieberman & Mace, 

2008), and is a promising solution for creating spaces within secondary classrooms that 

encourage the learning and writing achievement of all students of diverse backgrounds, including 

ELs.  Of the school variables (such as school and class size, teacher qualifications, and 

heterogeneity of the school population) that have been correlated with student outcomes, none 

are as highly linked to increased student learning and achievement as teacher expertise (Darling-

Hammond, 1997, 2000; Sanders & Rivers, 1996).  Teacher expertise, what teachers know and 

can do (Darling-Hammond, 1997), consists of specialized knowledge within three general 

domains: 1. knowledge of subject matter and curriculum goals; 2. knowledge of learners and 

their development in social contexts; 3. knowledge of teaching methods in light of the content 

and learners to be taught (Bransford, Darling-Hammond, & LePage, 2005).   For teachers of ELs 
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in the English-Language Arts (ELA) classroom, teacher expertise means not only having a deep 

understanding of subject area content and the challenges commonly faced by ELs when learning 

this content, but teacher expertise also means having a unique set of tools and strategies designed 

to help ELs overcome these challenges.  In essence, the writing achievement of ELs highly 

depends on the expertise of their teachers.  Therefore, our ability to provide high-quality, 

effective PD that supports teachers’ developing expertise is a critical factor determining success 

for all students, including ELs.  

What Makes for High-Quality, Effective Professional Development? 

 “Effective” professional development is defined as PD that is “likely to enhance the 

knowledge and skills of participating teachers and improve their classroom teaching practice” 

and that “serves the ultimate goal of improved student learning” (Birman, Desimone, Porter, & 

Garet, 2000, p.29).  It provides focused opportunities for teachers to deepen their content 

knowledge and supports them in mastering methods for teaching that content knowledge in light 

of the unique needs of their student population (Birman et al., 2000; Desimone, 2009; Desimone 

et al., 2002; Garet et al., 2001; Wei et al., 2009).    In short, effective PD must develop teaching 

expertise. 

 Effective PD is also rooted in meeting the demands of local contexts while 

simultaneously answering the call of larger reform efforts.   When authority for the reform is 

situated outside the school and conducted by external providers who have little knowledge of the 

unique contexts within which teachers work, these efforts are rarely successful and sustained 

unless teachers are deeply invested and experience a sense of agency in enacting the reform 

(Coburn, 2003).  Thus, effective PD also acknowledges teachers’ professionalism and cultivates 

reform ownership, what Coburn (2003) defines as the “shift so that it (PD) is no longer an 
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‘external reform, controlled by a reformer, but rather becomes an ‘internal’ reform with authority 

for the reform held by districts, schools, and teachers who have the capacity to sustain, spread, 

and deepen reform principles themselves” (p.7).  This shift of power requires that teachers have 

the knowledge and authority to grow the reform over time, the autonomy to make the reform 

their own, and that teacher professionalism is acknowledged and encouraged.  It also suggests 

that PD providers have a responsibility to create the conditions in which this can occur. 

An Effective PD Model for Teachers of ELs: The Pathway Project 

 The UCI Pathway Project is an intervention that has the potential to help educators, 

researchers, and policy-makers understand how to construct PD so that it is effective for both EL 

students, their native English speaking peers in mainstreamed classrooms, and the ELA teachers 

who teach them.  Since 1996, the Pathway Project has provided intense professional 

development programs for teachers working in districts with high enrollments of ELs.  Led by 

principal investigator Carol Booth Olson, the Pathway Project aims to enhance the text-based 

analytical writing of mainstreamed ELs to help them complete courses in core academic subjects, 

meet the rigorous California Common Core State Standards for ELA, and become college-

bound.  The project is grounded in a theory of change that stems from the belief that the 

educational enrichment of teachers can lead to improved outcomes for their students.  Key to the 

Pathway Project’s philosophy is also its belief that teachers are knowledgeable contributors to a 

professional learning community.  It holds its teachers in high regard and fosters a culture of 

respect among participants (Olson, Matuchniak, Chung, Stumpf, & Farkas, 2016). 

 A defining characteristic of the Pathway Project intervention is its cognitive strategies 

approach to reading and writing instruction.  For numerous years, policy centers have noted the 

benefits of cognitive strategies, such as those employed by the Pathway Project, in preparing 
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students for college and career readiness, (Olson, Scarcella, & Matuchniak, 2015, p. 6; Conley, 

2008, p. 84; Graham, 2006; Snow & Biancarosa, 2003), and strategy instruction has been 

identified as the most effective of all instructional practices for improving student writing, 

especially for students who struggle (Olson et al., 2016; Graham & Perin, 2007).  The goal of the 

Pathway Project is to make visible to teachers and their students the cognitive strategies, or 

thinking tools, that research indicates experienced readers and writers use to construct meaning 

from and with text.  Project developers liken cognitive strategy use to having a mental tool kit 

inside one’s head that students can access to comprehend and compose.  These thinking tools 

include: planning and goal setting, tapping prior knowledge, asking questions, making 

predictions, visualizing, making connections, summarizing, adopting an alignment, forming 

interpretations, monitoring, clarifying, revising meaning, analyzing the author’s craft, reflecting 

and relating, and evaluating.  The Project reasons that just as artists, architects, and carpenters 

use tool kits to build and create, so too do readers and writers use tool kits to interpret texts, form 

interpretations, and compose written texts. 

Evidence of the Pathway Project’s Efficacy  

 Since its initial development in 1996, the Pathway Project has had a history of repeated 

success using its cognitive strategies approach.  Quasi-experimental research conducted over an 

eight-year period in Santa Ana, and later in Paramount and Lynwood Unified School Districts 

(all districts serving large EL populations), established the efficacy of the Pathway Project’s 

intervention model, and subsequent randomized control experiments (RCTs) in Santa Ana and 

Anaheim Union High School District, yielded statistically significant effect sizes of .67 and .60, 

respectively (Olson et al., 2012, 2016).   These positive effects on the intervention’s on demand 

pre/post writing assessment were accompanied by improved performance on both the California 
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Standards Test (CST) and the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) (Kim et al., 2011; 

Olson et al., 2016).  Equally important to consider is that these RCTs have demonstrated 

statistically significant effects linking higher fidelity of teacher implementation with better 

student outcomes, suggesting the intervention is grounded in a sound theory of instruction 

(Desimone & Stuckey, 2014; Olson et al., 2012, 2016). 

 Finally, in addition to consistently yielding positive effects on student achievement, the 

Pathway Project also meets WWC Evidence Standards in its findings of a causal link between 

PD and increased student achievement.  Specifically, it is one of the few literacy studies at the 

middle and high school level that meets WWC standards of credible evidence for establishing 

“what works in education” (Graham et al., 2016; Guskey &Yoon, 2009, p. 496), and it is the 

only one of these studies focused on improving outcomes for English learners (Graham et al., 

2016). Given that limited available research to date focuses on how instruction in the ELA 

classroom is best approached across different middle and high school contexts so as to benefit 

adolescent ELs (Graham & Perin, 2007; Wilcox, 2013), and even less research exists about the 

ways in which teacher professional development can build ELA teacher capacity to lead to 

improved EL student writing performance (Fitzgerald, 2017), the Pathway Project provides a 

potentially vital source of information for understanding the relationship of how effective PD is 

constructed that leads to measurable and significant gains in teacher learning and student 

achievement, particularly for ELs and those who teach them.  

Linking PD, Changing Teacher Practices, and Student Learning: The Current Study 

 Despite the repeated evidence over the past decade that the Pathway Project PD leads to 

overall increased student achievement, what still remains unknown is what it is about the 

Pathway PD, its structure, and its implementation that causes teacher uptake, changed teaching 
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practices, and improved student outcomes.  It would be easy, albeit perhaps somewhat naïve, to 

make the simple and overarching argument that it was implementing a cognitive strategies 

approach that allowed teachers to increase student learning.  As is the case in Pathway, we know 

that not all teachers will respond to PD equally or in the same manner, and numerous factors, 

such as teachers’ prior knowledge and level of experience, may influence their uptake of 

teaching strategies (Desimone & Stuckey, 2014).  Although the cognitive strategies approach is 

likely a significant factor contributing to improved student outcomes, any well-intended 

intervention broadly implemented can fail in a classroom depending on the context in which it is 

implemented.  Likewise, the same can be said of teacher learning in professional development 

settings; any well-intended PD can fail a subset of teachers depending on the broader context in 

which it is situated, its implementation, and its ability to meet the specific challenges faced by 

the teachers in that context.   

 If we take seriously the urgency of providing more equitable opportunities for students of 

diverse backgrounds, including ELs, we must understand the complex ways in which PD 

influences teacher and student learning.  Our ability to create professional development that is 

effective across a range of contexts depends upon our ability to build this empirical knowledge 

base (Borko, 2004; Guskey, 1997; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 2007).  Thus, 

what is needed in the field are more in-depth studies of how PD already proven to advance 

student learning influences individual teacher practices in light of these factors, and how these 

changed teacher practices impact student outcomes (Borko, 2004; Desimone & Stuckey, 2014; 

Fishman, Marx, Best, & Tal, 2003).   

 This three article dissertation study aims to meet this need by connecting the links 

between the Pathway Project PD, changing teacher practices, and increased student writing 
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performance from 2014-2016 in the Norwalk-La Mirada Unified School District (NLMUSD).   

As a whole, it takes a closer look at the Pathway Project, a PD program that has had a history of 

success in increasing the writing achievement of ELs and their native English speaking peers, 

and it explores the complex ways in which the program influences both teacher and student 

learning.   

 The chapters that follow feature three case studies.  In Chapter 1, I present the case of 

two teachers participating in the Pathway Project and I unpack how through a dynamic, recursive 

process, agency was achieved for teacher professionalism, teacher expertise, and the 

development of student learning.  In Chapter 2, I examine the ways in which the Pathway Project 

influenced the writing development of sixteen students participating in the intervention.  In 

Chapter 3, I focus on the case of a single student participating in the Pathway Project and 

describe how, through this student’s own moves and the moves of his teacher, he was able to 

develop a positive writerly identity.  Each of these studies is described in more detail, below. 

Study 1  

Agency as the Achievement of Reform Ownership: A Case Study of Two Middle School 

Teachers’ Participation in the Pathway Project 

 In my first study,1 I follow the case of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes, two teachers 

participating in the Pathway Project, and analyze how through a dynamic, recursive process, the 

beliefs and practices of these two teachers were shaped through their participation in the PD at 

the same time that these two teachers actively influenced the development and evolution of the 

                                                             
1	Note: This study was recently published in English Teaching: Practice and Critique. 
Godfrey, L. and Olson, C. (2019), "Agency as the achievement of reform ownership", English Teaching: Practice & 
Godfrey, L. and Olson, C. (2019), "Agency as the achievement of reform ownership", English Teaching: Practice & 
Critique, Vol. ahead-of-print No. ahead-of-print. https://doi.org/10.1108/ETPC-12-2018-0127 
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PD.  This study stems from the belief that essential to the long-term success of any PD reform 

effort is the cultivation of reform ownership (Coburn, 2003) and the achievement of agency for 

teacher professionalism and teacher expertise.  Coburn (2003) defines reform ownership as the 

“shift so that it (PD) is no longer an ‘external’ reform, controlled by a reformer, but rather 

becomes an ‘internal’ reform with authority for the reform held by districts, schools, and teachers 

who have the capacity to sustain, spread, and deepen reform principles themselves” (p.7).   

Study 1 is informed by Coburn’s conceptualization of reform ownership and explores the 

following research question: 

How was reform ownership cultivated within the Pathway Project to create a space for teachers 
in which professionalism was prioritized and agency could be achieved? 
  

 Data sources for this study include fieldnotes, interviews with Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes, 

reflections and surveys about teachers’ experiences in the Pathway Project, and numerous 

artifacts such as teacher created materials, samples of student work, and the Pathway Project pre 

and post-test writing assessments.  In addition, I use a two-step process to analyze this data.  In 

the first step, guided by the premise that successful reform efforts should achieve agency for 

teacher professionalism and teacher expertise, I turn to the research literature to define these two 

constructs.  I then use these constructs to identify those critical points in the data when agency 

was achieved in the case of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes.  In the second step of data analysis, I rely 

on an open and inductive coding process (Saldaña, 2016) and a cross case analytic approach 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) to uncover recurring patterns and emergent themes that 

shed light on the practices and processes that allowed for the achievement of agency.  From this 

analysis, I find that three stages were critical in the cultivation of reform ownership: 1. Emerging 

Reform Ownership; 2. Developing Reform Ownership; and 3. Deepening. Reform Ownership.  
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 My findings from Study 1 offer several insights into how reform ownership can be 

cultivated to achieve agency for the development of teacher professionalism and teacher 

expertise.   First, my findings from Study 1 suggest that meaningful reform positions teachers as 

agentic actors who help to shape their own learning, the learning of their colleagues, and the 

future development of the PD.  Second, my results build upon Coburn’s (2003) 

reconceptualization of what it means to increase the scale of a reform.  Coburn contends that, 

traditionally, leaders of reform tend to restrict their conceptualization of what it means to “scale 

up” a reform to quantitative terms, focusing their efforts on how the reform will expand to a 

greater number of teachers, schools, and districts.  However, Coburn argues— and my findings 

indicate —that it is equally important that conceptualizations of scale “include attention to the 

nature of change in classroom instruction” (p.3).  Finally, my findings from Study 1 emphasize 

that rich, deep learning- and meaningful reform- takes time.  Teachers and their students deserve 

routine opportunities for engagement with the ideas, methods, and resources from a PD over 

multiple years and in multiple settings.   

Study 2 

A Case Study of the Influence of the Pathway Project on the Writing Development of 

Sixteen Students 

 In my second study, I use a case study approach (Yin, 2018) informed by cognitive and 

sociocultural theories, to analyze the writing development of sixteen students who participated in 

the Pathway Project’s intervention during the 2014-2015 academic school year.  

Study 2 is guided by the following research questions: 

1.  In what ways, if any, did students' writing differ at the pre and the post-test?  
2.  In what areas, if any, did students perceive they had grown as writers over the course of the  
    year? 
3.  What areas did students perceive to be most challenging when engaging in a writing task? 
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To answer these research questions I analyze two sources of data, the Pathway Project pre and 

post-tests and student interviews, using a combination of qualitative and statistical methods.   

Through an open, inductive coding process (Saldaña, 2016) I find that there are significant 

differences in students’ pre and post-test performance in three general areas of writing: 1. the 

structure and organization of ideas; 2. the integration and use of textual evidence; and 3. the 

depth of commentary and development of ideas. I also conduct a paired t-test based on the scores 

students earned on the pre and post-test and determine that there is a statistically significant 

mean difference in students’ writing over the course of their participation in the intervention.  In 

my analysis of student interviews, I use in vivo coding (Saldaña, 2016) to generate a set of codes 

that conveys students’ perceptions of their writing development while also prioritizing and 

honoring their voices as participants.  Through multiple, iterative cycles, these codes are refined.  

In the final round of analysis, I conduct frequency counts which allows me to document overall 

trends related to: a) students’ perceptions of the areas of growth in their writing and, b) students’ 

perceptions of the areas of writing they felt to be challenging. 

 The results of Study 2 reveal that students developed as writers in a number of significant 

ways.  Differences in students’ performance at the pre and the post-test demonstrate that students 

had experienced overall growth in their writing in three general areas: 1. the structure and 

organization of ideas; 2. the integration and use of textual evidence; and 3. the depth of 

commentary and development of ideas.  Students’ perceptions also indicate that students had 

developed as writers; students described engaging in the following writing practices: 1. 

supporting ideas with evidence from the text; 2. writing introductions with hooks, TAGS, and 

claims; and 3. identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements.   Thus, across both 
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sets of data (students’ pre and post-tests and students’ interviews) an abundance of evidence 

suggests that students were acquiring the declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge 

needed to write at a proficient level and that they were transitioning from knowledge-telling to 

engaging in the more complex act of knowledge-transformation. 

 However, students’ demonstration of overall growth in their writing development is 

tempered by the fact that they didn’t always execute the writing moves they had learned with 

competency; there are definite areas of writing in which students still had room to grow.  In 

Study 2, three production processes- 1. conceptualization, the understanding of the writing task; 

2. ideation, the formulation of content to write about based on the reading and, 3. translation, the 

taking of this content and turning it into written comprehensible sentences-  provide a useful lens 

for unpacking the difficulties that students were having in their writing.   Students’ post-tests 

convey that students were still struggling to fully conceptualize the writing task and select the 

kinds of evidence that might best support their claim.  Students’ inconsistent ideation of content 

that contributed to new, meaningful interpretations of the text, along with their incomplete 

translation of ideas into words on the page, resulted in moments of disconnect and disruption in 

their writing.  Students had similar perceptions of the difficulties they faced in writing as they 

described the following three areas of writing as particularly challenging for them: 1. providing 

commentary on the text; 2. pulling relevant evidence from the text; and 3. finding the words to 

express their thoughts.  

 My results from Study 2 have important implications that can inform future research and 

writing instruction.  First, my research points to how the use of both the cognitive and 

sociocultural perspectives can lead to a more complete understanding of the processes involved 

in writing development.  Both perspectives are essential to illuminating both the ways in which 
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students’ writing did (and did not) develop over time, and the kinds of targeted instructional 

supports that students perceive to foster their writing growth.  Second, I find that pedagogical 

supports that develop writers’ declarative and procedural knowledge are critical in promoting the 

writing growth of the sixteen students in this study.  Students consistently reported that practices 

that made visible to them the moves of experienced writers boosted their confidence because 

they had been given a starting place and tools for approaching the writing task.  Third, my 

findings from Study 2 indicate that a possible avenue for future research is to investigate the 

types of pedagogical supports that are most effective in the development of students’ conditional 

knowledge.  Given that developing commentary and constructing reader-based prose posed 

significant challenges to students in this study, I propose that more research is needed to explore 

those strategies that make visible to students their own writing moves and that move them 

towards knowledge-transformation.    

Study 3 

Leo’s Journey: A Case Study of a Middle School English Learner’s Development of 

Positive Writerly Identity  

 My third study explores the development of positive writerly identity in Leo, an English 

learner (EL) initially positioned as “struggling” and “underachieving,” who became seen as a 

competent writer and an active contributor within the context of his 8th grade English Language 

Arts (ELA) classroom community.  I use the term positive identity development to refer to young 

adults “viewing themselves and being viewed by others as competent literate members able to 

fully participate in classroom literacy events” (Moses & Kelly, 2017, p.394).  Through this lens, 

students’ developing identities as writers is a negotiated and dynamic processes of co-

construction (Gee, 2001; Kayi-Aydar, 2014) in which students are perpetually “becoming,” both 
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through a culture that produces them as social subjects and through their individual responses as 

social subjects to this culture (Zembylas, 2003).  In other words, becoming a proficient writer 

and developing a positive writerly identity is not only about developing the cognitive skills, but 

is also dependent upon the teacher’s ability to cultivate a classroom climate in which students are 

positioned as agentic contributors to their writing communities.  Thus, Leo’s teacher, Mrs. Cruz, 

played a crucial role in the development of Leo’s writerly identity. 

The questions guiding this study are two-fold: 

1. How does an EL student (Leo) begin to develop a positive writerly identity in an 8th 
grade English Language Arts classroom? 

2. How do teachers help to cultivate and support EL students in becoming more 
experienced writers and achieving writing competency? 

 
 Study 3 is informed by a number of data sources which include focused classroom 

observations, semi-structured interviews, and samples of Leo’s writing, such as his Pathway 

Project pre and post-test.   To analyze this this data, I use a theoretically informed coding process 

(Saldaña, 2016).  Three stages of coding, grounded in cognitive and sociocultural perspectives of 

learning, help to capture Leo’s transformation.  The first stage uses cognitive theory to locate 

significant moments in which Leo demonstrated he had acquired the skills and strategies of an 

experienced writer.  Three cognitive markers of experienced writers were especially salient: 1. 

moving from knowledge-telling to knowledge-transformation (through the use of declarative, 

procedural, and conditional knowledge); 2. revising for content and viewing writing as non-

linear; and 3. taking ownership and displaying a sense of self-efficacy.  In the second stage of 

coding, a sociocultural lens is used to explore how Leo developed a positive writerly identity 

within those moments located in stage one.  This stage of coding focuses on Leo’s positioning 

through the moves of Mrs. Cruz, his classmates, and himself, facilitated his transformation.  In a 

third stage of coding, the identities Leo assumed through this combination of skill acquisition 
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and positioning in the classroom are categorized.    

 I find that five critical moments signal Leo’s development of a positive writerly identity: 1. 

reading the Steve Irwin article; 2. writing the introduction of the Steve Irwin essay; 3. revising 

the pretest; 4. writing the posttest essay; and 5. receiving the most improved student award.  

Across these five moments, points of synergy between the cognitive and sociocultural 

approaches emphasize that developing a positive writerly identity is a combination of gaining 

cognitive skills and strategies, one’s affect, and one’s positioning in the classroom.  These five 

critical moments also point to the significant role of Mrs. Cruz in Leo’s journey. Through 

explicit strategy instruction, modeling, and the use of gradual release, Mrs. Cruz helped Leo to 

gain the declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge of an experienced writer.  However, 

I also find that Leo’s learning of the cognitive strategies was not enough.  In order for Leo to 

commit to the acts of knowing, doing, and becoming of a writer, Mrs. Cruz had to also help Leo 

to change his conception of himself.  She had to help him realize that he was capable and 

possessed the knowledge needed to engage in the classroom community in a meaningful way.  

Given that Leo did not initially identify as a valuable member of the classroom community, 

instances in which Mrs. Cruz assigned competency were especially critical for his 

transformation.  In addition, Mrs. Cruz’s decision to give students time for reflection not only 

gave Leo a chance to see for himself the growth and progress in his learning, but it also gave him 

voice and agency within the classroom.   

 There are several lessons that Leo’s journey teaches us.  First, his case demonstrates the 

value of using both a cognitive and sociocultural lens in research.  Rather than essentialize 

learning through one approach, using both a cognitive and sociocultural lens to analyze Leo’s 

journey gives us multiple perspectives of what it means to develop a positive writerly identity 
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and, therefore, a potentially deeper understanding of how this transformation was possible.  

Second, Leo’s journey highlights the significant role a teacher can play in helping to shape a 

student’s learning trajectory.  Mrs. Cruz, as the expert writer in the room, needed to apprentice 

Leo into her writing community.  Third, Leo’s case illuminates that there are specific teaching 

methods that can be used to help EL students become experienced writers.  It was with explicit 

strategy instruction, modeling, and the use of gradual release, that Mrs. Cruz helped to foster in 

Leo the skills and strategies of an experienced writer, and it was with assigning competency and 

giving students time to reflect on their own learning, that Mrs. Cruz allowed Leo to see that an 

experienced writer was someone he too could become. 

Closing Thoughts 

 The three studies included in this dissertation point to the many ways in which the 

Pathway Project influences teacher and student learning.   Together, they provide insights into 

how and why the PD program has had a history of success across a range of contexts.  Although 

much of the Pathway Project’s success is owed to its cognitive strategies approach to academic 

reading and writing, my findings create a multidimensional picture of how the Pathway Project 

supports the practice of teachers and the learning of the students they serve.   My hope is that by 

illuminating the complexity of the program, I can contribute to a better understanding of how we 

can provide improved and more equitable learning opportunities for all students, including those 

of diverse backgrounds. 
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Chapter 1 
(Study 1) 

 
Agency as the Achievement of Reform Ownership: 

A Case Study of Two Middle School Teachers’ Participation in the Pathway Project 

Introduction  

 High-quality professional development (PD) has been well-documented in the literature as 

a vital mechanism for educational improvement (Butler, Schnellert, & MacNeil, 2015; Fullan & 

Hargreaves, 2016).  Yet, a recent global wave of education reform, characterized by “top-down” 

policies attempting to increase the transparency and trustworthiness of education systems, has 

heavily shaped the day-to-day work of teachers (Ball, 2003; Buchanan, 2015; Furlong, Cochran-

Smith, & Brennan, 2009) and the kinds of PD they are offered (Parr, 2004; Sachs, 2016).  As 

teachers find themselves under increasing scrutiny and pressure to conform to standards, meet 

targets for achievement, and “teach to the test” (Buchanan, 2015; Gannon, 2012; Lasky, 2005), 

the PD they experience may prioritize enacting reform initiatives and securing compliance with 

accountability mandates, rather than providing teachers with support to engage in deep and 

continued learning and refinement of their practice (Borko, 2004; Moller, 2009; Sachs, 2016).  

	 Hence, a key dilemma is how to provide meaningful PD to teachers that is rooted in 

meeting the demands of local contexts while simultaneously answering the call of larger reform 

efforts.   When authority for the reform is situated outside the school and conducted by external 

providers who have little knowledge of the unique contexts within which teachers work, these 

efforts are rarely successful and sustained unless teachers are deeply invested and experience a 

sense of agency in enacting the reform (Coburn, 2003).  What is needed is PD that acknowledges 

teachers’ professionalism and cultivates reform ownership, what Coburn (2003) defines as the 
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“shift so that it (PD) is no longer an ‘external reform, controlled by a reformer, but rather 

becomes an ‘internal’ reform with authority for the reform held by districts, schools, and teachers 

who have the capacity to sustain, spread, and deepen reform principles themselves” (p.7).  This 

shift of power requires that teachers have the knowledge and authority to grow the reform over 

time, the autonomy to make the reform their own, and that teacher professionalism is 

acknowledged and encouraged.  It also suggests that PD providers have a responsibility to create 

the conditions in which this can occur. 

 In this article, we describe how through the cultivation of reform ownership (Coburn, 

2003), one PD program, the Pathway Project, created a space for teachers in which 

professionalism was prioritized and agency could be achieved.  Through enacting strategic 

moves to shift authority for the reform from the PD facilitators to the teachers within the schools, 

we argue that the Pathway Project fostered the growth of teachers’ professional identities while 

simultaneously providing them with a means to meet the demands of their educational context.  

We follow the case of two teachers participating in the Pathway Project and analyze how through 

a dynamic, recursive process, the beliefs and practices of these two teachers were shaped through 

their participation in PD at the same time that these two teachers actively influenced the 

development and evolution of the PD.   

 We begin by exploring what it means for teachers to achieve agency and describe how 

Coburn’s (2003) notion of reform ownership can deepen our understanding of what it means for 

teachers to be agentic.  Next, we describe how through the cultivation of reform ownership, two 

teachers participating in the Pathway Project were positioned- and actively positioned 

themselves- within the PD in ways that not only fostered teacher professionalism and expertise, 

but also supported the development and long-term success of the Pathway Project’s program.  
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We conclude with a discussion of how the examples highlighted offer a renewed vision of the 

ways in which teachers can achieve agency in the current reform environment and we point to 

the potential of reform ownership as a vehicle through which PD facilitators can encourage 

teacher professional growth. 

What is Teacher Agency?   

 Our study is grounded in an ecological conception of agency-as-achievement (Biesta, 

Priestley, & Robinson, 2015; Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998;). This 

sociocultural approach to teacher agency understands agency as something that people do, a 

relational effect of the contextual conditions through which it is enacted, rather than as 

something that is fixed, static, or possessed by the individual (Biesta, et al., 2015; Biesta & 

Tedder, 2007).   It positions teachers as agents who are influenced by, but not determined by, 

society (Archer, 2003) and it explores the ways in which environmental factors mediate this 

process (Lasky, 2005).  Through this lens, individual action can be understood as a product of 

the cultural, social, and historical context in which it is situated and agency is achieved through 

the dynamic interaction of the individual with the tools, resources, and structures of a social 

setting (Lasky, 2005). 

 This conception of agency-as-achievement as a fluid, negotiated, and interactive process 

has important implications for how we make sense of teachers’ actions in a reform environment.  

Highlighting the temporal, contextually dependent nature of human action points to why the 

same teacher may achieve agency in one moment and yet not achieve agency in the next.  At the 

same time, in emphasizing agency as the effect of the individual’s interactions within an 

environment, a conceptualization of agency-as-achievement also explains why, despite being in 

the same context, some teachers may achieve agency while others may not. The achievement of 
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agency is an emergent phenomenon, something that is both highly situational, occurring “within 

continually shifting contexts over time” (Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015), and is shaped by 

teachers’ past experiences, future goals, and interpretations of the present (Emirbayer & Mische, 

1998; Priestley, Edwards, Priestley, & Miller, 2012; Vähäsantanen & Eteläpelto, 2009).   Thus, it 

is important to note that not all teachers achieved agency within the Pathway Project nor did the 

two teachers described in this case study achieve agency in all moments throughout their 

participation in the PD.  However, this case study highlights the elements of and, processes 

within, the Pathway Project that gave rise to agentic moments and which were critical for the 

growth of both the participating teachers and the success of the program itself. 

 Finally, the work of Priestley, Edwards, Priestley, and Miller (2012) suggests that a critical 

question that must frame any study of agency is “agency for what?” or “agency as achievement 

of what?”  In applying this frame to the environment of educational reform, we believe that 

teacher agency should be conceived as “agency for,” or “agency as achievement of” the 

following objectives: the promotion of teacher professionalism, the development of teacher 

expertise, and the advancement of student learning.  Sadly, as a result of reform policies and the 

accompanying rise of performance cultures (Ball, 2003; Sachs, 2016), teachers are often working 

in conditions that are likely to hinder, rather than encourage, the achievement of these objectives 

and several studies point to how accountability measures and discourses of standardization have 

eroded teacher professionalism and obstructed student learning (Ball, 2003; Bodman, Taylor, & 

Morris, 2012; Hodge & Benko, 2014; Priestley, et al., 2015).  Research also points to the ways in 

which teachers are able to overcome these challenges and achieve agency through the 

mobilization of their beliefs and commitment to student learning and, also, through the 

involvement and support of colleagues in Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).  
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 In sum, how teachers interact with reform initiatives and the features of their environment 

can be highly variable.  Teachers may actively work to resist reform efforts that they perceive as 

imposed on them or that they regard as antithetical to their beliefs (Bodman, et al., 2012); 

alternatively, teachers may try to successfully implement those reform practices they believe will 

benefit student learning (Gambell, 2004; McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001; Priestley, et al., 2012).  In 

both cases, agency for student learning is achieved; yet, what that agency achieves in terms of 

promoting teacher professionalism, teacher expertise, and the advancement of student learning is 

quite different. 

 We believe that the cultivation of reform ownership is one mechanism through which PD 

developers can encourage the development of teacher agency and improve student learning.   

What is Reform Ownership? 

 As previously mentioned, Coburn (2003) defines reform ownership as the shift of authority 

from the external PD developers to the teachers participating in the reform. When teachers have 

a sense of ownership of the PD, they are willing to invest time and energy to integrate PD ideas 

and practices into their working routines (Ketelaar, Beijaard, Boshuizen, & den Brok, 2012; 

Saunders, et al., 2017).  This is not to suggest that cultivating reform ownership is a simple, 

linear process, or that it is synonymous with creating teacher “buy-in” or “compliance” (Coburn, 

2003).  Such a reductionist view would imply that teachers are technicians and passive recipients 

of content; instead, critical to cultivating reform ownership is the positioning of teachers as 

reflective practitioners and knowledge-builders who share their expertise, innovate and build on 

existing practices, and contribute to a community of practice (Sachs, 2016).   

 A focus on reform ownership is particularly important because it not only achieves agency 

for teachers’ developing expertise and student learning, but it also empowers teachers to actively 
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combat the deficit discourses that deprofessionalize teachers.  However, Coburn (2003) 

articulates that, “to date, discussions of the shift from external to internal have been relatively 

absent in the literature” (p.8).  She emphasizes that we must ask, “How can reformers lay the 

groundwork for a shift from external to internal from the early days of engagement with a school 

or district?” (p.8), and she calls for studies of those strategies that effectively cultivate the 

capacities needed to assume reform authority.  Our case study of two teachers’ participation in     

the Pathway Project answers this call.  In the pages that follow, we analyze how the cultivation 

of reform ownership enabled teachers to achieve agency for the development of teacher 

professionalism and teacher expertise.  We argue that this, in turn, provided opportunities to 

advance student learning.  

Methods 

Program Background 

 This case study was part of a larger intervention study conducted by the Pathway Project.      

The Pathway Project has provided intense PD for teachers who work in large, urban, low socio-

economic school districts with high enrollments of English learners (ELs).   Utilizing a cognitive 

strategies instructional approach, the Pathway Project makes visible for teachers and their 

students the acts of mind (such as planning and goal setting, forming interpretations, and 

reflecting and relating) that research indicates readers and writers use to construct meaning from 

and with texts; its aim is to develop students’ academic literacy to help them succeed in 

advanced educational settings (Olson et al., 2017). The Pathway Project uses a pre and post-test 

writing assessment2 for formative and summative purposes to measure student learning and, 

                                                             
2 The Pathway Project pre and post-tests are on-demand reading and writing assessments.  The first hour of each 
exam students read a short non-fiction text; in the second hour, students were asked to complete the writing task- a 
text-based analytical essay analyzing the theme of the reading.  The exam was scored along a 6-point rubric scale 
and a score of “4” was considered proficient and passing. 	
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through its cognitive strategies curricular approach, the Pathway Project has had a history of 

repeated success.  Experiments in District X and District Y, both serving high EL populations, 

yielded effect sizes of .67 and .60, and affirmed the efficacy of the Pathway Project’s 

intervention model (Olson et al., 2012; Olson et al., 2017).  Building on these successes, in 2014 

the Pathway Project received funding under the U.S. Department of Education’s Investment in 

Innovation (i3) grant program, and expanded its intervention to include four National Writing 

Project sites and four large, urban school districts in southern California.   

Participants  

 Within this larger i3 study, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes3 were two of 28 teachers within 

District A randomly assigned to the Pathway Project treatment group.  As members of this 

group, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes participated in intensive PD centered around developing 

teachers’ knowledge and capacity for implementing the Pathway Project’s cognitive strategies 

curricular approach.  For two consecutive years, treatment group teachers engaged in 

approximately 92 hours of PD, meeting over the course of each school year for 46 hours in five 

full-day and five after-school meetings.   

 At the beginning of Year 1 of the study, we sent out a call to treatment group teachers 

within District A, seeking volunteers for a case study of participation in the Pathway Project.   

Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were two of five teachers who responded. We pursued a working 

relationship with Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes because they were teaching classes of different 

grade levels within the same school site, Hart Middle School (HMS).   Since HMS is a minority 

majority school with over 90% of the student body identifying as Latinx, and over 90% of the 

students considered socioeconomically disadvantaged (i.e. qualified for free or reduced lunch), it 

served as an ideal site for studying how the Pathway Project influences teachers working with 
                                                             
3 Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes are pseudonyms.   
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underserved youth.  Situating the study at HMS also supported observations of both teachers and 

the following of a focal group of students from year to year.  

Data Collection 

 Data collection included: a) fieldnotes from 37 hours of classroom observations of Mrs. 

Cruz and 29 hours of classroom observations of Mrs. Keyes in Year 1, and fieldnotes from 44 

hours of classroom observations of Mrs. Cruz and 38 hours of classroom observations of Mrs. 

Keyes in Year 2; b) an interview with Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes (one hour each) and a focal 

group interview with participating the Pathway Project teachers at HMS, at the end of both Years 

1 and 2; c) reflections and surveys about teachers’ experiences in the Pathway Project, completed 

at the end of Years 1 and 2; d) numerous artifacts, such as teacher created materials, samples of 

student work, and the Pathway Project pre and post-test writing assessments. 

Data Analysis 

 We use a case-study approach in our analysis.  The triangulation of multiple sources of 

data allowed for a convergence of evidence supporting how agency was achieved in the cases of 

Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes (Yin, 2018). In the first stage of analysis, guided by the premise that 

successful reform efforts should develop teacher professionalism and expertise, definitions for 

these two constructs were created.  In light of this study’s objectives, we define these constructs 

as follows: 

• Teacher professionalism- understood as teacher’s autonomy and influence over one’s 

own practice; includes making decisions about the organization and design of 

educational change and perceiving one’s self as an active participant whose actions and 

opinions as a change agent matter (Vähäsantanen, 2015, p.2) 

• Teacher expertise- the development of knowledge of and authority to interpret and enact 
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reforms through an understanding of effective instructional practices, deeply held 

underlying assumptions about how students learn, the nature of subject matter, and 

expectations for students (Coburn, 2003, p.4) 

Using these constructs, critical moments in the data were identified.  In other words, to unpack 

how agency was achieved, it was first necessary to develop a clear conceptualization of what the 

achievement of agency might look like and to locate when agency was accomplished.  The 

interviews with Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were a useful starting place from which to locate 

moments of agency since teachers were asked questions targeting how the Pathway Project 

influenced their learning and their students’ learning.   We then looked to other data sources, 

including observational field notes and student work, for confirmation of these identified 

moments as being critical to the development of teacher professionalism and expertise, and we 

analyzed how these moments enhanced opportunities for student learning. 

 In the second round of analysis, we further analyzed those identified moments to unpack 

how agency was achieved through the Pathway Project.  First-order codes were developed and 

then refined into second-order codes, using an open and inductive coding process (Saldaña, 

2016).  Next, a cross case analytic approach (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) was used to 

uncover recurring patterns and emergent themes, specifically the practices and processes that 

allowed for the achievement of agency.  Informal member checks with Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. 

Keyes were also conducted to ensure greater accuracy in the interpretation of the data. Through 

this coding process, three stages in the cultivation of reform ownership were identified.  Table 

1.1 provides an example of our coding framework. 

[Insert Table 1.1 Here] 
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Three Stages in the Cultivation of Reform Ownership for the Achievement of Agency 

 The cultivation of reform ownership in the cases of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes was marked 

by three stages:  1. Emerging; 2. Developing; and 3. Deepening.  For the purposes of this article, 

we present these stages as separate and distinct to emphasize the cultivation of reform ownership 

over time; in reality, these stages were far more recursive and complex.  Within each stage, we 

explore how, through a dynamic and iterative process, reform ownership was cultivated.  We 

analyze how this cultivation of reform ownership achieved agency for the development of 

teacher professionalism and expertise and how this, in turn, provided opportunities to advance 

student learning. 

Stage 1: Emerging Reform Ownership 

 In this first stage, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were in the initial stages of learning- not only 

about what it meant to engage with the Pathway Project’s cognitive strategies approach, but also 

what it meant to participate in the Pathway Project’s professional learning community. Reform 

ownership emerged when Mrs. Cruz’s and Mrs. Keyes’s identities as capable learners, 

experienced practitioners, and knowledgeable professionals were recognized by the Pathway 

Project facilitators. 

 An essential step in cultivating teachers’ ownership of the reform was the identification of 

an objective for reform efforts grounded in the needs of District A’s local context.  At the first 

meeting in September, Mrs. Cruz, Mrs. Keyes, and participating District A teachers were given 

time to work in school site groups to identify and set goals for student learning, to surface and 

interrogate the challenges they faced in helping their students to become college and career 

ready, and to explore the role the Pathway Project might play in helping them overcome these 

challenges.  A mutual objective was determined that was both based on the needs of District A’s 
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student population and deep with moral purpose (Fullan, 2006) – to enhance the academic 

writing of all students, but particularly English learners (ELs) and to prepare them for success in 

high school and beyond. For Mrs. Keyes, this objective aligned with her desire “to make a 

difference” and her guiding philosophy that “every student can learn.”  In the case of Mrs. Cruz, 

the reform objective connected to her own personal history as an EL and daughter of immigrant 

parents.  In describing her reasons for pursuing a career in teaching, Mrs. Cruz reflected:  

 Out of all the teachers that I had, only two stand out that said I could do it (go to college). 
And those were the two teachers that helped me to get the waiver, get the college 
application going . . . I wanted to make sure that more kids like me would know they can 
go to school, they can go to college. 

 
Clearly, both Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were driven by democratic principles, as well as ethical 

and moral commitments, that challenge the framing of teaching as purely managerial or technical 

work (Lasky, 2005).  Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were professionals who cared deeply about their 

students.  The Pathway Project facilitators understood this fact, and so they shared research 

supporting the Pathway Project’s cognitive strategies approach, and the positive results of the 

Pathway Project’s work with districts serving student populations similar to those in District A 

(Olson & Land, 2007; Olson et al., 2012; Olson et al., 2017).  Teachers deserved evidence of the 

program’s efficacy, before being asked to engage in the PD (Guskey, 2003).  If teachers were to 

seriously commit themselves to the process of the PD, they had to first envision the Pathway 

Project as a possible mechanism through which they could develop as professionals and advance 

student learning.    

 Active learning opportunities with the Pathway Project materials were also critical to the 

cultivation of reform ownership.  As Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes engaged in the program’s 

resources for the first time, the Pathway Project facilitators transitioned between “learn by 

observing,” “learn by doing,” and “learn by reflecting” approaches (Kellogg & Whiteford, 2012).  
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For example, to orient Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes to the Pathway Project’s cognitive strategies, 

facilitators engaged teachers in a lesson featuring Toni Cade Bambara’s short story, “The War of 

the Wall.”  As the Pathway Project facilitators read the text aloud, they paused at significant 

moments in the reading to model and explain how a teacher might use explicit instruction in 

cognitive strategies, to make visible for students the acts of mind of experienced readers and 

writers.  They also invited Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes to engage in their own authentic use of the 

cognitive strategies and provided time for teachers to reflect upon and discuss with colleagues 

how this might inform their future instruction.    

 Both Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes agreed that immersing themselves in the Pathway Project 

materials and strategies during the PD was critical to the cultivation of reform ownership and 

their development of teaching expertise.  Mrs. Keyes described: 

 What was most helpful in supporting the learning was the process, just going through the 
process of it. . . and us going through it as students and doing everything and seeing 
everything that the kids do.  

 
Mrs. Cruz concurred; she also observed that the active learning opportunities positioned teachers 

as professionals and demonstrated the Pathway Project facilitators respected their time.  She 

commented, “We participated and then we were fully engaged in what we were going to be 

teaching ... They weren't just thrown at us and 'here's this.’” Hence, the active learning approach 

avoided a deficit “teaching by telling” orientation commonly found in traditional forms of PD 

which emphasize the transmission of technical knowledge from an outside “expert” to teachers 

who are “in need” (Sandholtz, 2002).  Instead, this “learn by observing,” “learn by doing,” and 

“learn by reflecting” (Kellogg & Whiteford, 2012) method allowed Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes to 

experience resources as learners themselves and to contribute to the building of knowledge 

within their PD community. 
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 Although the Pathway Project facilitators were careful to emphasize to Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. 

Keyes that the tools and resources they were sharing constituted an approach, not a prescribed 

curriculum, and teachers were encouraged to adapt materials as needed, at this stage, Mrs. Cruz 

and Mrs. Keyes were hesitant to make any changes.  Both teachers appreciated that the Pathway 

Project strategies and materials were highly engaging and that they allowed for immediate 

implementation.  Hence, they tended to adopt lessons “as is” with few, if any, modifications.  For 

instance, when Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes enacted “The War of the Wall” short story lesson to 

introduce their students to the cognitive strategies, their actions mirrored those of the Pathway 

Project facilitators.  They stopped at key points in the story to model and engage their students in 

the use of each cognitive strategy; they also supported students’ concentrated language 

development by providing sentence starters that they could use to access the strategies and 

respond to the text (Langer, 2011; Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983).  Thus, despite both teachers’ 

somewhat mechanical enactment of the Pathway Project’s approach in this initial stage of the 

reform, it was nevertheless an essential first step in cultivating ownership of the reform.  Mrs. 

Cruz and Mrs. Keyes’ willingness to try out the strategies revealed the Pathway Project’s 

cognitive strategies approach was helping students to interpret and construct meaning from texts.  

In short, teachers had to try it before they could own it.  At the same time, students were 

themselves just beginning to engage in cognitive strategy use and multiple engagements with 

increasingly complex texts were needed to encourage their ownership of these acts of mind. 

Stage 2: Developing Reform Ownership 

 The reform ownership that first emerged in stage 1 continued to develop through Mrs. 

Cruz’s and Mrs. Keyes’s ongoing work with the Pathway Project resources.  As in stage 1, in 

stage 2, the focus for PD learning was the way in which a cognitive strategies approach could 
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make visible for students the thought processes of experienced readers and writers.  However, in 

stage 2, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes explored additional instructional tools that complemented     

the Pathway Project’s “making thinking visible” orientation towards learning, such as a chart to 

help deconstruct a writing prompt and a color coding activity for analyzing the sophistication of 

one’s own writing.  Like the cognitive strategies, these the Pathway Project tools were seen as 

highly engaging and usable, promoting Mrs. Cruz’s and Mrs. Keyes’s increased implementation 

of the Pathway Project resources and, as a result, the development of routine expertise (Hatano & 

Oura, 2003; Timperley, 2011) and the application of the Pathway Project’s approach to new, but 

similar, tasks.  For example, Mrs. Cruz demonstrated the near transfer of learning (Perkins & 

Salomon; 1992) and developing reform ownership when she applied the cognitive strategies to 

help her students make sense of a text she was required to teach within her department, “The 

Tell-Tale Heart.”  At the same time, Mrs. Cruz’s students were also developing reform 

ownership through practice with the cognitive strategies that allowed them to gain command 

over their use. 

 In stage 2, although reform ownership was developing, deep ownership of the reform had 

not yet been cultivated.  Teachers still viewed reform change as stemming from the 

implementation of surface structures and activities (Coburn, 2003), rather than being driven by 

the critical rethinking of their practice, in light of the theories of learning proposed by the 

Pathway Project (McLaughlin & Mitra, 2001).  For instance, when teaching a Pathway Project 

unit focused on the evaluation of wildlife conservationist and television personality Steve Irwin, 

rather than tailoring their practice according to the needs of their students, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. 

Keyes engaged their students in reading all of the texts and participating in all of the activities 

that had been offered within the Pathway Project unit.  This frequent implementation of Pathway 
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Project strategies did have initial benefits for student learning; however, these benefits began to 

stagnate as students tired of the unit and both Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes expressed frustration 

over the time it was taking to “get through the materials.”  For Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes to 

move from being routine to adaptive experts (Hatano & Oura, 2003; Timperley, 2011), they 

needed structured opportunities to reevaluate their teaching practice and to reflect upon how their 

engagement with the reform was shaping student learning. 

 One vehicle for facilitating the movement from routine, procedural enactment of the 

program to one that was situated in teachers’ classrooms and practice was engaging in ongoing, 

systematic inquiry through the analysis of student work.  Thus, opportunities were created for 

teacher participants to formatively assess the work of their students in taking the Pathway Project 

pre-test, diagnose their areas of strength and areas in need of improvement, and use this as the 

basis for future instructional planning.  Mrs. Keyes reflected that her students’ writing lacked 

structure and that they “struggled to pull any evidence from text.  They wrote summaries.”  Mrs. 

Cruz similarly described how her students’ writing tended to summarize rather than interpret the 

text; she also recognized her students’ dispositions towards writing at the pre-test, 

acknowledging that her “students didn’t have any confidence” and that “they sat and stared 

hopelessly at the prompt.”  Teachers then developed plans to engage students in revising their 

pre-test essays and discussed how the Pathway Project materials and strategies could support 

them in this process. 

 Although in stage 2, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were still developing reform ownership 

and their knowledge of the Pathway Project’s approach, students nevertheless demonstrated 

growth in their writing at the post-test.  Mrs. Keyes’ students scored an average of 2.26, with 

overall gains of .59 from pre to post-test, and Mrs. Cruz’s students scored an average of 3.15, 
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with overall gains of .75, on a 6-point rubric scale (gains of .5 translate to approximately half a 

letter grade).  Mrs. Keyes recognized growth in her students’ writing, describing how students’ 

“structure improved” and how they supported their ideas with some textual evidence.  Mrs. Cruz 

was also struck by the change in her students’ dispositions towards writing and commented, 

“The confidence in most of my students’ faces as they took the post-test is worth repeating all of 

it (the Pathway Project’s instructional approach) again.”  Thus, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes were 

finding that as they developed reform ownership and enacted the Pathway Project’s cognitive 

strategies approach there were noticeable payoffs for student learning.  Cultivating reform 

ownership would take time, but it was worth the investment.   

 In order to deepen this growing investment, Pathway Project facilitators sought teachers’ 

input in planning and goal-setting for Year 2 reform efforts, and they acknowledged this input by 

modifying their plans for both the content and structure of the PD.  This two-way exchange 

initiated a transfer of control of the reform from developers to teachers by positioning teachers as 

co-developers of the reform; it also benefitted PD developers by strengthening the intervention 

and ensured that future PD would meet the identified needs of District A’s local context. 

Stage 3: Deepening Reform Ownership 

 In stage 3, Mrs. Cruz’s and Mrs. Keyes’ increasing confidence and experience with the 

Pathway Project’s cognitive strategies curricular approach allowed for the cultivation of deep 

reform ownership.  Teachers began to move beyond surface level enactments of Pathway Project 

materials and strategies and, instead, adapted and innovated the reform in significant ways to 

better serve their students (Timperley, 2011).  

 For example, Mrs. Cruz adapted and integrated the Pathway Project’s approach of 

“making thinking visible” to apprentice students into the techniques experienced writers often 
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use in composing narratives.  Just as Mrs. Cruz had engaged students in color coding their use of 

summary, evidence, and commentary in their pre-test essays, Mrs. Cruz used this same color 

coding procedure to help students identify their use of dialogue, interior monologue, and sensory 

detail in their narratives.  By making their moves as writers visible, Mrs. Cruz realized she could 

then help guide students towards more meaningful revision.  Mrs. Cruz also demonstrated deep 

reform ownership when she adapted the Pathway Project’s cognitive strategy sentence starters to 

help students engage in critical thinking of science content.  For instance, for planning and goal 

setting she provided the statement, “My purpose is to investigate what happens when . . . ,” and 

when making predictions in science, she supplied the sentence frame, “I hypothesize that . . . .” 

 Mrs. Keyes also conveyed deep reform ownership and achieved agency when she 

innovated materials based on the Pathway Project to further advance student learning.  Mrs. 

Keyes realized that when given a menu of cognitive strategies to choose from, her students were 

gravitating towards the use of strategies that were most familiar to them (such as “making 

predictions” or “visualizing”) and were less inclined to engage with those that they found more 

challenging (such as “analyzing author’s craft”).  To encourage students to routinely work with 

these more challenging cognitive strategies, Mrs. Keyes first created mini-lessons supporting 

their concentrated use.  She then designed a complementary independent reading log that 

reinforced these mini-lessons and engaged students in purposeful practice of one to two of these 

more challenging cognitive strategies per week. 

	 These examples from Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes’ classrooms highlight the ways we 

witnessed the two teachers engaging in deep reform ownership; yet, the teachers themselves also 

recognized this shift of ownership of the reform.  Mrs. Keyes described, “The second year, I 

would say I was more open to molding it to fit the needs (of my students) because I was more 
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knowledgeable about it . . . looking at using the cognitive strategies, I think it has become second 

nature, the foundation for all the reading and writing I do with my students.”  Likewise, Mrs. 

Cruz reflected how by stage 3, “I think I had a clearer picture of the program as a whole . . . it 

was more of like ... I saw the bigger picture, I think I saw the bigger picture.”  

 The reform ownership cultivated within the Pathway Project not only achieved agency for 

the development of teacher professionalism and expertise, it also improved student outcomes.  At 

the close of the second year of the intervention, Mrs. Cruz’s students demonstrated gains from 

pre to post-test of 1.2 and Mrs. Keyes’ students demonstrated gains of 1.67, on a 6 point rubric 

scale (translating to growth of over a letter grade).   Thus, for both teachers, gains in student 

learning increased from Year 1 to Year 2, suggesting that the cultivation of reform ownership 

and the sustained time spent participating in the Pathway Project may have been a driving 

mechanism of improved student outcomes.  While such gains are noteworthy, they were unlikely 

due to an increase in cognitive skills alone.  As has been widely noted, students need both the 

skill – and the will – in order to become competent and confident writers (Gambrell, Malloy, & 

Mazzoni, 2011; Pajares & Valiante, 2006).  One possible explanation of students’ continued 

growth as academic writers is that an increasing sense of self-efficacy fueled students’ continued 

and sustained engagement in cognitive strategy use and that this resulted in profound effects on 

their learning. 

IMPLICATIONS 

 The cases of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes offer several insights of how reform ownership can 

be cultivated to achieve agency for the development of teacher professionalism, expertise, and 

the advancement of student learning.  First, our findings emphasize that although securing initial 

buy-in may be necessary for teachers to willingly grapple with and try out reform ideas, it is not 
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enough to ensure long term reform sustainability and growth (Coburn, 2003).  We agree with 

Saunders and colleagues (2017) that “those responsible for change (teachers) must have a voice 

in creating and directing that change; teachers are not simply the implementers” (p.2). 

Meaningful reform positions teachers as agentic actors who help to shape their own learning, the 

learning of their colleagues, and the future development of the PD. 

 Second, our results build upon Coburn’s (2003) reconceptualization of what it means to 

increase the scale of a reform.  Coburn contends that, traditionally, leaders of reform tend to 

restrict their conceptualization of what it means to “scale up” a reform to quantitative terms, 

focusing their efforts on how the reform will expand to a greater number of teachers, schools, 

and districts.  However, Coburn argues that it is equally important that conceptualizations of 

scale “include attention to the nature of change in classroom instruction” (p.3).  The cases of 

Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes support this argument and, in “scaling up” the Pathway Project, it was 

critical that reform leaders define what it meant to “scale up” a reform in qualitative terms as 

well.  Pathway Project facilitators had a responsibility to support the cultivation of reform 

ownership and attend to the nature of change in classrooms so that Mrs. Cruz’s and Mrs. Keyes’ 

participation in the reform did not become reduced to a matter of getting through Pathway 

Project content or implementing Pathway Project materials.  As Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes began 

to own the reform and use the Pathway Project’s curricular approach in ways that best served 

their students, they developed the belief that using cognitive strategies could support their 

students in engaging in the moves of experienced readers and writers – and, it was then, that the 

“scale up” of the Pathway Project and agency for the advancement of student learning could be 

achieved.  
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 Finally, our findings emphasize that rich, deep learning- and meaningful reform- takes 

time.  We argue that teachers and their students deserve routine opportunities for engagement 

with the ideas, methods, and resources from the PD over multiple years and in multiple settings.  

Mrs. Keyes reflected that her sustained work with the cognitive strategies approach was “like 

reading a book. You'd read it again, you get something new, read it again, get something new. I 

really have gained a lot from it.”  When teachers experience continuity in working with reform 

concepts- and are encouraged to adapt and modify these concepts- they can develop a deepening 

expertise that can lead to innovation of practice.  This, in turn, improves and enriches the 

evolving PD as teachers and PD developers work together in a reciprocal and dynamic process of 

school improvement as co-constructors of best practices. 

 In sum, we believe that through the cultivation of reform ownership, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. 

Keyes achieved what should be the goal of any reform efforts– the development of teacher 

professionalism and expertise, and the advancement of student learning.  Given the proliferation 

of reform efforts within today’s educational landscape, we suggest that PD developers take 

seriously the responsibility of fostering reform ownership for the achievement of agency and 

deep and lasting change. 
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Chapter 2 
(Study 2) 

 
A Case Study of the Influence of the Pathway Project on the Writing Development of 

 Sixteen Middle School Students 
 
 

Introduction 

 Although over the last thirty years “our nation’s educational system has scored some 

extraordinary successes, especially in improving the reading and writing skills of young children, 

. . . the pace of literacy improvement has not kept up with the pace of growth in the global 

economy, and literacy gains have not been extended to adolescents in the secondary grades” 

(Graham & Perin, 2007).   In other words, the literacy achievement of adolescent students, in 

contrast to the increased achievement of students at the elementary school grades, has remained 

stagnant (Graham & Perin, 2007; National Center for Education Statistics, 2006).  Results from 

the 2011 NAEP show that in both the eighth and twelfth grades, over seventy percent of students 

performed below the proficient level in writing; this means that almost three quarters of twelfth-

grade students are graduating high school with basic or below skill levels in writing. These low 

writing performance levels impact students as they transition to college.  Nearly one third of high 

school graduates are not ready for college-level English composition courses and college 

instructors estimate that fifty percent of high school graduates are not prepared for college-level 

writing (Graham & Hebert, 2010; Heller & Greenleaf, 2007). Considering that writing is a 

foundational skill required in all disciplines, a gatekeeper correlating with future academic 

success, these numbers should give us great cause for concern.  In sum, we have not adequately 

prepared the majority of our students to achieve the level of academic literacy necessary to 

succeed at the postsecondary level.   
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The Pathway Project: A Promising Approach to Increasing Writing Achievement  

 The Pathway Project is a promising literacy intervention that has responded to this need to 

increase the academic writing achievement of adolescents at the middle and high school levels.   

The aim of this professional development (PD) program is to make visible to teachers and, in 

turn, their students the cognitive strategies, or thinking tools, research indicates experienced 

readers and writers use to construct meaning from and with texts.  Led by principal investigator 

Carol Booth Olson, the Pathway Project aims to enhance the text-based analytical writing of all 

students, but particularly mainstreamed ELs. The project is grounded in a theory of change that 

stems from the belief that the educational enrichment of teachers can lead to improved outcomes 

for their students.   

 A defining characteristic of the Pathway Project intervention is its cognitive strategies 

approach to reading and writing instruction.  For numerous years, policy centers have noted the 

benefits of cognitive strategies, such as those employed by the Pathway Project, in preparing 

students for college and career readiness, (Olson, Scarcella, & Matuchniak, 2015, p. 6; Conley, 

2008, p. 84; Graham, 2006; Snow & Biancarosa, 2003), and strategy instruction has been 

identified as the most effective of all instructional practices for improving student writing, 

especially for students who struggle (Graham et al., 2016; Graham & Perin, 2007).  Project 

developers liken cognitive strategy use to having a mental tool kit inside one’s head that students 

can access to comprehend and compose.  These thinking tools include: planning and goal setting, 

tapping prior knowledge, asking questions, making predictions, visualizing, making connections, 

summarizing, adopting an alignment, forming interpretations, monitoring, clarifying, revising 

meaning, analyzing the author’s craft, reflecting and relating, and evaluating.  The Project 

reasons that just as artists, architects, and carpenters use tool kits to build and create, so too do 
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readers and writers use tool kits to interpret texts, form interpretations, and compose written 

texts. 

Evidence of the Pathway Project’s Efficacy  

 The Pathway Project uses a pre and post-test writing assessment1 for formative and 

summative purposes to measure growth in student learning over time and, through its cognitive 

strategies curricular approach, the Pathway Project has had a history of repeated success.  Quasi-

experimental research conducted over an eight-year period in Santa Ana, and later in Paramount 

and Lynwood Unified School Districts established the efficacy of the Pathway Project’s 

intervention model, and subsequent randomized control experiments (RCTs) in Santa Ana and 

Anaheim Union High School District, produced statistically significant effect sizes of .67 and 

.60, respectively (Olson et al., 2012, 2016).   These positive effects on the intervention’s on-

demand pre/post writing assessment were accompanied by improved performance on both the 

California Standards Test (CST) and the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) (Kim et 

al., 2011; Olson et al., 2016).  Equally important to consider is that these RCTs have 

demonstrated statistically significant effects linking higher fidelity of teacher implementation 

with better student outcomes, suggesting the intervention is rooted in a sound theory of 

instruction (Desimone & Stuckey, 2014; Olson et al., 2012, 2016).  Building on the history of 

success of its program, in 2013 the Pathway Project received funding under the U.S. Department 

of Education’s Investment in Innovation (i3) grant program, and expanded its intervention to 

include four National Writing Project sites and four large, urban school districts in southern 

California.  

                                                             
1	The Pathway Project pre and post-tests are on-demand reading and writing assessments. The first hour of each 
exam students read a short non-fiction text; in the second hour, students were asked to complete the writing task- a 
text-based analytical essay analyzing the theme of the reading.  The exam was scored along a 6-point rubric scale 
and a score of “4” was considered proficient and passing.	
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Unpacking the Influence of the Pathway Project in Increasing Student Writing Achievement: 

The Current Study  

 Despite the repeated evidence over the past decade that the Pathway Project’s cognitive 

strategies approach has the potential to positively influence student writing achievement, what 

still remains unknown are the specific ways in which students’ writing performance changes 

over the course of the year and how students perceive their development as writers as a result of 

the intervention.  A deeper understanding of the Pathway Project and its influence on student 

writing has the potential to inform future instruction and the kinds of targeted strategies and 

supports instructors can implement to raise the writing achievement of students at the secondary 

level. To this end, we use a case study approach informed by cognitive and sociocultural 

theories, to unpack the writing development of sixteen students who participated in the Pathway 

Project’s intervention during the 2014-2015 school year. 

Our study is guided by the following research questions: 

a) In what ways, if any, did students' writing differ at the pre and the post-test?  
b) In what areas, if any, did students perceive they had grown as writers over the course of the  
    year? 
c) What areas did students perceive to be most challenging when engaging in a writing task? 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 Scholars generally approach research on writing development from either a cognitive or 

sociocultural perspective.  From a cognitive perspective, writing development depends upon the 

individual’s internalization of knowledge and one’s ability to command and regulate a set of 

cognitive strategies.  In contrast, while a sociocultural perspective of writing development does 

not deny that there are cognitive processes involved in learning to write, sociocultural theorists 

understand them as encapsulated within broader cultural constructs and systems of power (Street, 
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1993).  Graham and Harris (2013) note that “writing development (or instruction for that matter) 

cannot be adequately understood without considering both points of view” (p.8); both the 

cognitive and sociocultural perspectives are useful in conceptualizing what it means to develop 

as a writer, and how we can support students in their writing development.  

The Cognitive Perspective 

 From a cognitive perspective, writing development depends on the writer’s ability to use 

three types of knowledge: declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge.  Declarative 

knowledge can be understood as the knowledge of facts, concepts, and strategies.  In contrast, 

procedural knowledge is the process of using declarative knowledge and, conditional knowledge, 

the most metacognitive of the three types of knowledge, involves awareness of one’s self as a 

learner and the ability to transfer one’s knowledge to a new situation (Olson, 2011; Paris, Lipson, 

& Wixson, 1983).  English language development classes in secondary school, such as those 

targeted by the Pathway Project, often place a premium on the cultivation of declarative 

knowledge and emphasize what Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) describe as knowledge-telling, 

the retrieving of information from long term memory and the simple regurgitation of what is 

known about a topic (Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Olson, et. al, 2012).   

However, crucial for students’ writing development and academic success is the movement from 

acts of knowledge-telling to knowledge-transformation, the analysis of a writing task and the 

planning of what to say, and how to say it, in accordance with rhetorical, communicative, and 

pragmatic constraints (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987).   Acts of knowledge-transformation are 

highly dependent upon the cultivation of procedural and conditional knowledge; they also 

require the successful execution of three cognitive processes.  These include: 1. 

conceptualization, the creation of a mental representation of the writing task; 2. ideation, the 
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determination of what will be written through the retrieval of ideas from both long-term and 

working memory; and 3. translation, the conversion of these ideas into the words and sentences 

that will best convey the intended meaning to the audience (Graham, 2018).   These processes of 

knowledge-transformation- conceptualization, ideation, and translation- are particularly useful 

for thinking more deeply about students’ writing development within the context of their 

performance on the Pathway Project pre and post-test.   Through this lens, the extent to which 

students’ writing developed over the course of the year corresponded with students’ ability to 

independently: 1. make sense of the writing prompt; 2. understand and interpret the focal text; 

and 3. convert their interpretation of the text into reader-based prose (Flower, 1979), those words 

and sentences most comprehensible to the reader (vs. egocentric writer-based prose).    

The Sociocultural Perspective 

 Viewing writing development though the cognitive perspective can shed light on the 

internal skills needed for students to move towards writing competency; however, this 

perspective can be limiting in that it can isolate writers from the contexts in which these 

operations occur.   The sociocultural perspective is useful in that it brings attention to the 

interactions and structures of the classroom that help to cultivate students’ writing development.  

It frames learning to write as extending beyond the development of knowledge and skills and, 

instead, as a situated social practice that depends upon one’s recognition as a legitimate 

participant within one’s writing community (Lave, 1991).  Furthermore, what counts as 

legitimate participation varies according to one’s context, influenced by the goals of community 

members and the structures of power that deem what is appropriate or accepted (Herrenkohl & 

Mertl, 2010, p.12).  Within the context of this study, the writing community can be understood as 

the teachers and students participating in the Pathway Project intervention, and students become 
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legitimate community participants as they are apprenticed into the specific literacy practices 

valued in academic, text-based analytical essay writing.  This means that for students to grow 

and develop as writers, Pathway Project teachers must model and demystify the abstract thinking 

processes of experienced readers and writers, demonstrating that within this academic context, 

critical reading requires more than literal decoding, and analytical writing involves more than 

simply summarizing the contents of a text.  Thus, a sociocultural perspective is promising in its 

suggestion that all students have the potential to achieve success; from a sociocultural point of 

view, students aren’t born “gifted” readers and writers, but rather they become experienced 

readers and writers as they are socialized into the practices of their writing community.  

Despite their distinct ontological and epistemological roots, there are points of 

intersection across the cognitive and sociocultural perspectives that can lead to a deep and rich 

conceptualization of writing development. Encouraging multiple ways of understanding of what 

it means to develop as a writer can open up a range of possibilities of how a teacher can 

approach writing instruction in the classroom in a way that, ultimately, empowers students.  Both 

the cognitive and sociocultural approaches are critical to making sense of the writing 

development of students. 

Methods 

Context and Participants  

 This case study of the writing development of sixteen students participating in the 

Pathway Project was part of a larger i3 intervention study conducted by the Pathway Project 

during the 2014-2015 school year.  The study was situated at Hart Middle School (HMS)2 within 

Norwalk-La Mirada Unified School District (NLMUSD).  The range of language proficiency 

levels and the student backgrounds at HMS made it an ideal focal school site: over 30% of its 
                                                             
2			Hart Middle School (HMS) is a pseudonym.	
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students were classified as English learners, over 90% of the student body identified as coming 

from a Latinx background, and over 90% of the students were considered socioeconomically 

disadvantaged, and qualified for free or reduced lunch.   

 We pursued a working relationship with three teachers at HMS, Mrs. Cruz, Mrs. Keyes, 

and Mrs. Cleary3, who were randomly assigned to the Pathway Project treatment group and who 

responded to a call within NLMUSD, seeking volunteers for participation in this case study. As 

treatment group teachers for two consecutive years, Mrs. Cruz, Mrs. Keyes, and Mrs. Cleary 

engaged in approximately 92 hours of PD, meeting over the course of each school year for 46 

hours in five full-day and five after-school meetings.  We approached students who represented a 

range of academic and language proficiency backgrounds from each of the teachers’ classrooms 

to participate in this case study.  Sixteen students- four students from Mrs. Keyes’ 7th grade 

classroom, six students from Mrs. Cruz’s 8th grade classroom, and six students from Mrs. 

Cleary’s 8th grade classroom- agreed to participate.  Of these students, five were designated as 

English Only (EOs) learners or those who are monolingual English speakers, six were designated 

Re-designated as Fluent English Proficiency learners (RFEPs) or those who were once 

designated as ELs but who have since acquired fluency in English, and five were designated 

English Learners (ELs) or those who are non-native speakers of English and who are still in the 

process of acquiring the English language.4  Thus, our student participants reflected the overall 

diversity of the school district. 

 

 

 
                                                             
3	The teacher and student names used in this paper are pseudonyms. 
4	These designations were assigned by NLMUSD based on students’ performance on the California English 
Language Development Test (CELDT) at the start of the 2014-2015 school year. 
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Data Collection 

 A semi-structured interview5 with each of the sixteen students was conducted at the end 

of the 2014-2015 school year.  During these interviews students were asked to reflect on their 

writing development over the course of the year, including the areas of writing in which they 

perceived that they had grown and the areas of writing that they still found challenging. 

Interviews typically lasted between thirty minutes and an hour.  All interviews were conducted 

privately, recorded, and later transcribed. 

 Another source of data collected during this study were students’ Pathway Project pre 

and post-tests, which were administered at the beginning and end of the school year.  These tests 

were written on-demand and, in the first hour, required that students read a short nonfiction text, 

either Leonard Pitts’ (2010) “Sometimes the Earth is Cruel,” or Roger Rosenblatt’s (1982) “The 

Man in the Water.”  In the second hour, students were asked to complete the writing task- a text-

based analytical essay analyzing the theme of the reading.  Essays were holistically scored by 

two readers along a 6-point rubric scale and these two scores were combined for a total possible 

score of 12.  A score of “7” was considered proficient and passing.  (See Appendix B for a copy 

of the scoring rubric). 

Data Analysis 

 We used a case-study approach (Yin, 2018) in our analysis.  Through a combination of 

qualitative coding and statistical methods we unpacked the ways in which students’ writing 

developed during their participation in the Pathway Project intervention.  Below, we describe the 

analysis of each of our data sources in more detail.  

1. Analysis of Students’ Pre and Post-Tests 

 To understand how students’ writing differed from the pre to the post-test, we first 
                                                             
5 Please see Appendix A for a copy of interview questions. 
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conducted an initial cycle of coding, informed by the scoring rubric for the assessment (see 

Appendix B).  While some of the evaluative criteria listed in the rubric proved helpful (ex: 

whether the student presented a thoughtful theme statement) and allowed us to determine some 

of the broad areas of writing in which students may have experienced writing growth, we 

realized that it did not capture all of the ways in which we observed students’ writing changing 

from the pre to the post-test.  Therefore, we turned to a more open, inductive approach (Saldaña, 

2016) and conducted second and third cycles of coding to detect the additional ways in which 

students’ writing was- and was not- developing over time.  Following these three cycles of 

coding, we looked for commonalities across the codes and grouped these codes into categories to 

capture the ways in which students’ writing differed from the pre to the post-test.  Our analysis 

revealed significant differences in student writing in three general areas: 1. the structure and 

organization of ideas; 2. the integration and use of textual evidence; and 3. the depth of 

commentary and development of ideas.   Finally, to complement our analysis, we used statistical 

methods and conducted a paired t-test, based on the scores students earned on the pre and post-

test, to determine if there was a statistically significant mean difference in students’ writing 

performance over the course of their participation in the Pathway Project. 

2.  Analysis of Interviews with Students 

 In addition to analyzing students’ pre and post-tests, we also analyzed our interviews with 

students to understand the specific areas in which they perceived they had grown as writers and 

those areas of writing they perceived to be challenging.  In the first stages of our analysis, we 

used in vivo coding (Saldaña, 2016) to generate a set of codes that conveyed students’ 

perceptions of their writing development while also prioritizing and honoring their voices as 

participants.  We continued to refine these codes through a subsequent round of data analysis and 
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then grouped these codes into categories that captured the areas of writing described by students 

in the interviews.  In our final round of analysis we used these categories to conduct frequency 

counts which allowed us to document overall trends related to: a) students’ perceptions of the 

areas of growth in their writing and, b) students’ perceptions of the areas of writing they felt to 

be challenging. 

 To sum up, both the Pathway Project pre and post-tests and the interviews with students 

served as useful sources of data as we examined the ways in which students developed- and did 

not develop- as writers over the course of the year.   Our analysis of both of these data sources 

yielded a comprehensive understanding of the writing development of the students who 

participated in this case study.  

Findings 

 To determine the ways in which students developed- and did not develop- as writers over 

the course of the year, we explored the following three questions:  

a) In what ways, if any, did students' writing differ at the pre and the post-test?  
b) In what areas, if any, did students perceive they had grown as writers over the course  
     of the year? 
c) What areas did students perceive to be most challenging when engaging in a writing task? 

We report our findings in relation to each of these questions. 

Differences in Student Writing at the Pre and the Post-Test 

 Our analysis revealed significant differences in student writing at the pre and the post-test 

in three general areas: 1. the structure and organization of ideas; 2. the integration and use of 

textual evidence; and 3. the depth of commentary and development of ideas.  These differences 

in student writing were reflected in students’ Pathway Project pre and post-test scores (see page 

22). 
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1.  Differences in Structure and Organization of Ideas 

 There were significant differences in the structure and organization of students’ essays at 

the pre and the post-test.  At the pre-test, it was clear that students were not yet familiar with how 

experienced writers typically structure an academic, text-based analytical essay.  Twelve of the 

sixteen students wrote a single extended paragraph, often structuring their writing in a way that 

was strikingly similar to how they were being taught to respond to short answer questions in 

standardized exams; they began with a one sentence statement attempting to answer the prompt, 

followed this with lines copied from the text as evidence, and concluded with a brief explanation 

of the evidence presented.  None of the ten students in Mrs. Keyes and Mrs. Cleary’s classes 

included an opening that introduced the reader to the text and its author.  Only two of the 

students in Mrs. Cruz’s class attempted an introduction that oriented the reader to the essay topic 

and the four remaining students crafted an opening sentence that stated the text’s title, but did 

little to orient the reader to the text before launching into the bodies of their papers.  In addition, 

rather than have a clear sequencing of ideas, students tended to move from one point to the next, 

often randomly inserting lines copied from the text without proper citation, making it difficult to 

follow the writer’s interpretation. Only one student ended his paper with a concluding paragraph 

that summed up main points and provided a sense of closure. 

 At the post-test, students demonstrated that they had, to some extent, been apprenticed 

into the norms for structuring an academic essay as they organized their responses into multi-

paragraph essays with openings, body paragraphs, and attempts at conclusions.  Only one student 

formatted his essay as a single extended paragraph and fourteen of the sixteen students organized 

their ideas into essays of three paragraphs or more.  
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 Another significant marker of growth in the structure and organization of students’ 

writing at the post-test appeared in the opening and closing of students’ essays.  Thirteen of the 

sixteen students began their essays with a paragraph that introduced the text and oriented the 

reader to the topic of the paper through the inclusion of the features (hook, TAG, summary 

statement, claim) typically found in the beginning of text-based, analytical essays.  Twelve of the 

sixteen students also ended their essays with an attempt to provide closure for the reader and 

included a final (though sometimes abrupt) statement reflecting on the author’s purpose for 

writing the text.   

 Figure 2.1 presents an example of one student’s, Emilio’s, growth in the area of writing 

introductions from the pre to the post-test.6   

[Insert Figure 2.1 Here] 

 At the pre-test, Emilio was still engaged primarily in knowledge-telling.  Six of the eight 

sentences written in the introduction were lines copied directly from the focal text, Leonard Pitts’ 

“Sometimes the Earth is Cruel.”  There was no claim that responded to the prompt and, so, the 

reader was left with little certainty about the purpose and direction of the paper.  In contrast, at 

the post-test, all seven of the sentences written in the introduction of Emilio’s post-test were his 

own original work.  Emilio also engaged the reader with a hook, situated the reader by providing 

background information about the focal text, and made an argument responding to the prompt.   

In essence, the difference in Emilio’s work at the pre and post-tests demonstrates that Emilio had 

been apprenticed into the norms for structuring an academic, text-based analytical essay. 

 Although the structure and organization of students’ post-test essays showed significant 

improvement, there were still signs that students were having difficulty moving from acts of 

knowledge-telling to knowledge-transformation.   While students’ papers demonstrated that they 
                                                             
6	Essays have been corrected with minor edits in conventions such as spelling and punctuation.	
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had learned the norms for structuring and organizing an academic essay, within the bodies of 

students’ papers it was, at times, difficult to discern students’ reasoning for how they grouped 

ideas.  This, along with an absence of transitions between paragraphs, resulted in moments of 

disruption to the overall improved fluency of students’ papers.  Hence, students were still in the 

process of moving from writer-based to reader-based prose; they needed additional support in 

developing the detachment and conditional knowledge that would allow them to spot areas of 

disconnect in their writing (Blau, 1987).   Nevertheless, students’ structuring of their responses 

into distinct paragraphs with introductory and closing statements at the post-test indicated that 

they had experienced growth in their writing development and their ability to organize their 

ideas.  

2.  Differences in the Integration and Use of Textual Evidence  

 In addition to differences in the writing structure and organization, students’ pre and post-

tests also differed in how students integrated and used textual evidence.  At the pre-test, none of 

the 7th grade students supported their ideas with any textual evidence and only five of the 

remaining twelve 8th grade students did so.   Furthermore, those 8th grade students who did 

attempt to use textual evidence tended to do so in a mechanical, rather than purposeful manner, 

copying lines from the text one after another, in laundry list type fashion.  At the pre-test, these 

students also rarely integrated the evidence in a way that provided context for the reader or tied 

their evidence to commentary that helped to support their overall claim.    

 In contrast, at the post-test, fourteen of the sixteen students supported their ideas with 

textual evidence and twelve of these sixteen did so in a way that showed growth in their 

development as writers.  These twelve students used – or attempted to use – a  signal phrase to 

introduce and give context to the evidence being referenced and they also used quotation marks 
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to indicate those lines they had copied from the text.  These twelve students also attempted to 

connect the textual evidence they had integrated in their essays to their interpretation of the 

reading.  This use of evidence conveys that students were being apprenticed into the moves 

experienced writers often use to substantiate claims and that they were also gaining the 

procedural knowledge of how to integrate the evidence in a way that signaled legitimacy.  

 Figure 2.2 presents an example of one student’s growth in the area of supporting ideas 

with evidence and examples from the text, contrasting the body paragraphs she wrote at the pre 

and post-test.7 

[Insert Figure 2.2 Here] 

 At the pre-test, Marcela failed to support her argument with textual evidence.  She 

engaged in knowledge-telling, reiterating the facts provided by Rosenblatt, the author of “The 

Man in the Water,” in his account of Air Florida flight 90’s crash into the Potomac River. 

Although Marcela ended her pre-test with the analysis that “the man in the water was a brave 

hero,” she never cited evidence to support this claim or detailed the specific actions the man took 

that would explain why he was brave.   

 At the post-test, Marcela used textual evidence to support her ideas and connected her 

interpretation to the reading.  She strengthened her assertion that “the author tries to explain how 

the earth is cruel” by citing a quotation that emphasized the earth’s cruelty and she then showed 

signs of beginning to further interpret this quotation, when she reflected how “the author’s 

language is very deep.”  She also used an introductory phrase and quotation marks, indicating 

that she understood the markers needed to signal to the reader that she was copying a line 

directly from the reading.  Thus, while Marcela could have used additional evidence to 

substantiate her analysis of the Haitian people’s strength and determination later in the 
                                                             
7 Essays have been corrected with minor edits in conventions such as spelling and punctuation. 
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paragraph, she nevertheless showed that she was making progress in the practice of weaving in 

textual evidence to advance her interpretation. 

 Despite the clear improvement in students’ integration and use of textual evidence, this 

was also an area in which students had room to grow.  Students’ choosing of textual evidence 

didn’t always seem purposeful nor did it consistently connect to the commentary that followed.  

Their essays revealed that they were still developing the conditional knowledge of deciphering 

which textual evidence would best support their claims and provide substantial content for 

analysis.  In addition, students’ difficulties in choosing relevant evidence suggest that they may 

have encountered issues in executing the cognitive process of conceptualization, losing sight of 

the actual goals of the writing task and, thereby, selecting evidence that was irrelevant and 

disconnected from their argument.  Equally plausible is that students struggled with the process 

of ideation and their analysis of whether the textual evidence they had chosen was suitable given 

their writing goals.   Thus, although students’ performance from the pre to the post-test indicated 

that they had greatly improved in the practice of using and properly integrating textual evidence, 

there were still aspects of this practice that they seemed to struggle with and find challenging. 

3.  Differences in the Development of Commentary and Ideas 

 A third area in which students’ writing differed from the pre to the post-test was in 

students’ depth of commentary and their development of ideas.  As opposed to summary, which 

engages students primarily in knowledge-telling and is connected to the literal comprehension of 

a text, commentary promotes knowledge-transformation and requires that students move beyond 

literal comprehension as they evaluate, form interpretations, and reflect on the deeper meaning of 

a text (Olson et al., 2019).  At the pre-test, student responses were generally much shorter in 

length (only two students wrote more than ten sentences) and consisted almost exclusively of 
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summary or lines copied directly from the text, without proper citations.  For instance, Jack’s 

analysis that, “The earth is cruel because of the disaster,” and Sophie’s evaluation, “I believe the 

author, Pitts’ purpose in writing this article was to show the reader that sometimes the earth can 

be cruel,” are both examples of how students struggled to move beyond knowledge-telling and 

offer an interpretation of the text.  Ten of the sixteen students wrote one sentence or less of 

commentary and six students wrote between two to three sentences of commentary.  

Commentary written mostly provided personal reactions to the text (ex: “it’s surprising how all 

those earthquakes, storms, and hurricanes can take people’s lives”), with only a few students 

presenting moments of brief character analysis (ex: “the man in the water was a brave hero”).  In 

addition, thirteen of the sixteen students in the study made no visible attempt to write a theme 

statement that made an argument about the author’s message or a lesson that could be learned 

from the article- a requirement of the prompt; the three students who did attempt theme 

statements composed statements that were disconnected from the text and not fully developed.  

Olivia, for instance, wrote that “ . . . there might be cruel people in the world, but the people are 

the ones that make the Earth cruel.  If most people would be kind enough to pick up their trash 

and recycle, then the world would be nicer and neater.”  Thus, at the pre-test students tended to 

engage in the acts of knowledge-telling typical of novice writers as they struggled to answer the 

prompt, interpret the text, and craft sentences illustrating their own original ideas.  

 At the post-test, students moved towards acts of knowledge-transformation and wrote 

commentary that was more focused and relevant in responding to the writing prompt.  Not only 

did students write more at the post-test (ten students wrote more than ten sentences), but also 

what they wrote consisted of a greater percentage of commentary.  At the pre-test students 

composed, on average, 7.38 total sentences, 18% of which was commentary; in contrast, at the 
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post-test students composed, on average, 13.38 total sentences, 51% of which was commentary.  

Also, unlike students’ commentary at the pre-test that tended to offer personal reactions to the 

text, at the post-test, students’ commentary was centered around an analysis that responded to the 

writing prompt and provided insight into the theme of the article.  Fifteen of the sixteen students 

in the study attempted a theme statement and demonstrated growth in this particular area.  

Although three of these students wrote theme statements that still hinged on summary, the 

majority of students (12/16) included theme statements that, despite being relatively basic, 

conveyed a clear interpretation of the message or lesson learned from the text.   For example, 

Luciana wrote, “The theme is that you always have to be brave and have courage in yourself,” 

and David expressed, “He (the author) teaches us that you don’t need a cape to be a hero.  

Another message the author gives us is that we need to think about others and not only ourselves.  

Put others before you.”   

 Figure 2.3 provides an example of a student’s growth in the area of writing commentary 

and compares the entire essay he wrote at the pre-test with a body paragraph written at the post-

test.8 

[Insert Figure 2.3 Here] 

 At the pre-test, Anthony’s commentary was undeveloped. Anthony’s claim at the 

beginning of his essay that “Sometimes the Earth is Cruel” is “based on how . . . (the earth) . . . 

“is very disasterous” was a descriptive statement that summarized a central point from the text, 

rather than an analytical argument that interpreted the article’s theme.  In addition, although 

Anthony properly integrated the textual evidence that “Haiti is wretchedly poor,” his subsequent 

commentary, “This means that Haiti has no money” was an example of knowledge-telling in that 

it simply reiterated what had already been communicated in the text.  Anthony’s closing 
                                                             
8	Essays have been corrected with minor edits in conventions such as spelling and punctuation.	
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reflection at the pre-test, “I think Haiti shouldn’t have had to endure such anger from the earth,” 

did move towards interpretation, but still was a personal reaction to the text.   

 At the post-test, Anthony showed significant growth in writing commentary.   At the start 

of his body paragraph, Anthony demonstrated knowledge-transformation as he characterized 

nature as “a dangerous, man-killing phenomenon” and the man in the water as “the hero fighting 

it.”  Anthony then supported this statement with textual evidence that could have been integrated 

more smoothly, but unlike at the pre-test, was relevant to his interpretation.  Anthony’s 

subsequent commentary, “This means that the man in the water was trying to fight nature,” also 

provided an interpretation of Rosenblatt’s use of language.  Furthermore, Anthony’s final 

reflection that despite the man in the water’s death, ultimately, he won the fight against nature 

because of the lives he saved, supports Anthony’s opening statement regarding the man’s 

heroism. 

 Despite these improvements in the quantity and relevance of the commentary, as well as 

in the clarity of the arguments made in the theme statements, there were still areas in which 

students seemed to have trouble.  The theme statements students wrote, while stating a clear 

message or lesson that could be learned from the articles, often lacked sophistication.   In 

addition, the commentary written could have been even further developed and, at times, it was 

either difficult to understand or repetitive, restating earlier points that were made.  Specifically, it 

seems that students could have used additional support with two production processes- ideation, 

the formulation of content to write about based on the reading and, translation, the taking of this 

content and turning it into written comprehensible sentences.   This suggests that despite the 

improved quantity and quality of students’ commentary, students were still in the process of 
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moving from writer-based to reader-based prose and from knowledge-telling to knowledge-

transformation. 

Students’ Pathway Project Pre and Post-test Scores  

 Students’ overall growth in the three areas of structure and organization of ideas, 

integration and use of textual evidence, and development of commentary and ideas, was reflected 

in the difference in their pre and post-test scores9 for all but one of the students in the study.  

Table 2.1 provides students’ scores at the Pathway Project pre and post-test, as well as the 

calculated difference between these scores, which was used to provide one measure of students’ 

growth as writers.  

[Insert Table 2.1 Here] 

In sum, with the exception of one student, all students demonstrated growth ranging from one to 

five points from the pre to the post-test and their average growth, 2.31 points, was comparable to 

an increase in performance of slightly over one letter grade over the course of the year.  A paired 

t-test was also conducted to see if there was a statistically significant mean difference in the 

growth of the sixteen students from the pre to the post-test.  The results showed that students had 

statistically significantly higher scores at the post-test (m=6.13; sd=1.31) after their participation 

in the intervention when compared to their scores on the pre-test (m=3.88; sd=1.20), and that 

there was a statistically significant increase of 2.25 points (t(15), p <0.005, d=1.79).  This 

suggests that participation in the Pathway Project intervention did have a positive effect on 

students' writing development and writing achievement within this case study.  However, worth 

noting is that the average post-test score of 6.13 was still slightly under the score of 7 needed to 

                                                             
9 Both the pre and the post-test were scored holistically by two readers using a 6-point rubric, with a score of 4 
representing proficiency in completing the writing task.  Those essays that had greater than a one point difference in 
the score given by each reader were scored by a third reader.  The two scores were then totaled so that a score of “7” 
was considered passing out of a total of 12 possible points. 
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assign proficiency, indicating that while there was evidence of considerable growth in students’ 

writing, there were also areas of writing in which students could have used additional support 

and in which they were still developing.    

 Finally, to complement our analysis of students’ pre and post-tests, next we report on our 

findings from interviews in which students reflected on their writing development.   We not only 

discovered that students’ perceptions were remarkably similar to our findings from the analysis 

of their pre and post-tests, but also that their reflections gave us further insight into how and why 

they had demonstrated increased writing achievement in some areas of writing but not others.  In 

the sections below, we explore students’ perceptions, identifying the specific areas of writing in 

which they felt they had grown and in which they felt challenged, and we discuss what this 

reveals about students’ writing development and learning. 

Students’ Perceptions of Areas of Growth in their Writing  
 

 All students perceived that there were areas of growth in their writing at the end of Year 

1 of their participation in the Pathway Project intervention.  In explaining why they had grown as 

writers, students indicated that a primary reason for their growth was that, by the end of the year, 

they now knew not only “what to do,” but “how to do it.”  Sophie’s reflection captures this 

perception as she describes the improvement in her writing over the course of the school year: 

(At the beginning of the year) I felt like okay, but not good compared to the other students that 
knew what to do.  And now, I feel like I got better so if they tell me, “oh, write this,” I already 
know how to organize it and break it down, what to look for, how to do notes, how to break it 
down into sections . . . . 
 
In other words, Sophie’s reflection reveals that she recognized that in order to feel “good” or 

confident in her abilities as a writer, she needed to learn the norms of participation (knowledge 

of what to do and how to do it) when engaging in a type of writing highly valued within her ELA 

classroom community, the genre of the academic essay.  The other students in the study echoed 
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Sophie’s sentiments.  For example, Amelia expressed how at the beginning of the year, when 

writing her pre-test, she didn’t yet understand what it meant to write an essay and how this was a 

writing territory that up until that year had been unfamiliar to her.  She commented, “I just 

thought it was a paragraph-  not an essay, but a long paragraph.”  This was in contrast to her 

description of her performance on the post-test when she stated, “I feel like I know what to do 

now.”  Jack similarly described how at the post-test he liked writing more “because I feel like I 

actually know what I’m doing” and Julia explained that at post-test, “I was more confident this 

time because I knew what I needed to do.” 

 In addition, as students described their growth as writers and their learning of the norms 

of participation when writing within the genre of the academic essay, they pointed to their ability 

to engage in specific practices that indicated to them that they had moved towards becoming 

legitimate participants within their ELA writing community.   In order of decreasing frequency, 

students reported that the following were practices that they now engaged in and areas of writing 

in which they experienced growth: 

1.  supporting ideas with evidence from the text (16) 
2.  writing introductions with hooks, TAGS, and claims/thesis statements (13) 
3.  identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements (11) 
4.  writing texts of increased length (9) 
5.  providing commentary on the text (7) 
6.  using academic vocabulary (5) 
7.  demonstrating command over surface level conventions such as spelling and punctuation (4) 
8.  writing conclusions (3) 
 
In short, students felt more confident about how to structure an essay, present their ideas, back 

up main points with evidence from the text, write texts of extended length, elaborate upon their 

ideas by adding commentary, and use appropriate academic vocabulary and conventions.  Next, 

we unpack students’ perceptions for the three most frequently reported areas in which students 

felt that they had grown as writers. 
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1.  Supporting ideas with evidence from the text  

 All sixteen students participating in the study described supporting their ideas with 

evidence from the text as being a practice they now engaged in that indicated that they had 

grown as writers.  Of these sixteen students, seven students reflected that their support of ideas 

with evidence was not only an indicator of growth in their writing, but that this was also a 

practice in which they felt highly confident.  Furthermore, as students described their 

engagement in this practice, they often signaled that they were developing both the procedural 

and conditional knowledge necessary to be viewed as skilled writers within their writing 

community.  Mateo, for example, described how he cited textual evidence to help him “show and 

back it up” and Julia explained the need “to prove what you're saying.” Both students thus 

pointed to the broader reasons for why including textual evidence was a valued practice when 

writing within the genre of the academic essay. Complementing students’ development of 

conditional knowledge of why including textual evidence was a valued practice, was also 

students’ development of procedural knowledge.  For instance, Julia’s remark, “You always have 

to put quotation marks when you're about to say a line from the story so people can know it's not 

your words, it's from the story,” conveys that she was learning to use certain symbolic markers 

(quotation marks) that would signal her legitimacy as a knowledgeable community member.    

2.  Writing introductions with hooks, TAGS, and claims 

 In addition to growing as writers in the practice of supporting their ideas with textual 

evidence, students also pointed to their ability to write introductions with hooks, TAGS, and 

claims as another indication that they had improved as writers over the course of the year. Of the 

sixteen students in the study, thirteen reported that writing introductions with hooks, TAGS, and 

claims was an area in which they had grown, and eight of the thirteen described this as being an 
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area of writing in which they felt highly confident.  In reflecting on her growth as a writer, 

Marcela recounted how, at the pre-test, “I didn’t know what to do first” but, by the post-test, “I 

learned about the thesis statement, about hooks.  And TAGs (statements of title, author, genre).” 

Sophie also described the introduction as an area of writing in which she felt highly confident 

and experienced the most growth.  She explained: 

In the pre-test, it was like I didn’t have the TAG, I didn’t have my thesis, I didn’t have my claim, 
I didn’t have a hook.  I was all over the place.  So I think if someone was to read that (the pre-
test) as my post-test, they would be like, this person is off track from the start.  And if they read 
this one (the post-test), they would say, ‘oh, she’s going good so far, she has the TAG, she has 
everything . . . And yeah.  So I feel like I improved a lot, a lot. 
 
Marcela’s and Sophie’s comments illustrate how students’ perceptions of growth were closely 

tied to the development of declarative knowledge of those features typically found in the 

introduction of an academic essay (a hook, TAG, and claim/thesis).  Students realized that just as 

experienced writers used certain markers (ex: an introductory phrase or quotation marks) to 

signal legitimacy when engaging in the practice of using textual evidence, so too did these 

writers include specific features to indicate their credibility when writing introductions.  

Furthermore, knowledge of these features proved to be a particularly helpful resource in the 

initial stages of writing when students, like Marcela, were trying to figure out “what to do first.”  

Students indicated that being able to write an introduction with a hook, TAG, and claim gave 

them a feeling of pride and accomplishment, and that it fostered the confidence and will they 

needed to continue on in the writing process. 

3.  Identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements 

 Besides supporting ideas with textual evidence and writing introductions with hooks, 

TAGs, and claims, another area of writing in which the majority of students (11/16) reported that 

they had grown as writers was in identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements.   
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Three of these eleven students also described this as an area of writing in which they felt highly 

confident and many students, like Luciana and Bruno, used the terms “author’s message” or 

“lesson,” rather than “theme” as they referred to their growth in this area.  Also worth noting is 

that, despite pointing to their ability to create theme statements as an area of growth in their 

writing, students sometimes had trouble explaining exactly what a theme statement was.  A few 

students had difficulty differentiating between a theme statement and a claim (we suspect that 

this could be due to the fact that the prompt for the Pathway Project pre and post-tests asked 

students to make a claim arguing the theme of the article) and other students mixed up the theme 

with other elements of the introduction they had learned.  Jasmine, for example, confused the 

theme statement with the hook, explaining that a theme was, “when you grab the reader’s 

attention.  You can use a phrase from the article, whatever you’re reading, to make them more 

intrigued in what you’re writing.”  Students’ struggle to consistently communicate what it meant 

to write a theme statement suggested that students were still in the process of developing the 

declarative knowledge of what a theme was and this was reflected in their post-test performance.  

 All in all, students perceived that they had experienced growth in several key areas of 

text-based analytical writing and, the three areas of growth most frequently reported by students- 

supporting ideas with evidence from the text, writing introductions with hooks, TAGS, and 

claims, and identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements- were areas of writing 

in which they had also demonstrated growth in their post-test performance.   Moreover, students 

recognized the specific declarative and procedural knowledge they had gained that was 

responsible for this growth and they pointed to how they had been apprenticed into a writing 

community.  As a final layer to our analysis, we now examine students’ perceptions of the areas 

of writing they still found to be challenging.  



 64 

Students’ Perceptions of Areas of Writing They Still Found to Be Challenging  

 Although students reported several areas of growth in their writing, there were still areas 

of writing that, at the end of Year 1 of their participation in the Pathway Project, students 

recognized were especially challenging for them. In order of decreasing frequency, the areas of 

writing that students described as most challenging included: 

1.  providing commentary on the text (11) 
2.  pulling relevant evidence from the text (8) 
3.  finding the words to express their thoughts (engaging in reader-based prose)  (7) 
4.  writing conclusions (4) 
5.  time management (4) 
6.  grammar and spelling (4) 
7.  organization (2) 
8.  staying on topic (1) 
9.  writing introductions (1) 
 
Interestingly enough, the two most frequently reported areas that students found to be 

challenging —providing commentary on the text and pulling relevant evidence from the text—

were also areas of writing in which we found there to be significant growth in students’ pre to 

post-tests.  Thus, it could be that as students gained competence within these areas of writing, 

they also became more aware and perceptive of the challenges they were encountering.  In the 

following segment we report on our findings related to the three areas of writing students most 

frequently perceived as challenging: 1. providing commentary on the text; 2. pulling relevant 

evidence from the text; and 3. finding the words to express their thoughts (engaging in reader 

based prose).  

1.  Providing Commentary on the Text 

  Students most frequently identified providing commentary on the text as an area of 

writing that they perceived to be challenging.  In our earlier reporting on students’ growth from 

the pre to the post-test, we described how, despite overall improvements in the quality and 
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quantity of the commentary written, students’ interpretations were in need of further 

development and often reiterated previously stated analyses of the text.  Students’ perceptions 

corroborated these findings.  For example, Marcela expressed how she tended to “write the same 

thing too much” and she felt that she needed to “explain things more in the text.”  Julia similarly 

described how she realized she was writing the same commentary repeatedly at the post-test 

because “I didn’t know what else to write.”   Thus, writing commentary was a practice within 

students’ writing community in which they still considered themselves to be less experienced 

and knowledgeable.  

 During the interviews, numerous students pointed to the ACE formula (Answer. Cite. 

Explain.) as a strategy that was helpful in reminding them of the genre norms for composing 

commentary within a body paragraph of a text-based, analytical essay.  However, students 

seemed to recognize that this strategy that developed their procedural knowledge was insufficient 

on its own in preparing them to interpret the text and move towards knowledge-transformation.  

Allison alluded to the cognitive complexity of writing commentary as she reflected:  

I think getting evidence from the text and seeing what to write in my body paragraphs was pretty 
hard. First, it went about earthquakes and then it went to the Haitian people and what they 
thought . . .so I was like, how am I going to write this body paragraph making sense of all this?  
Explaining it (the text) is hard. If you don't get it, you're not going to be able to explain it good, 
what he (the author) means.  
 
Allison’s statement captures her realization that her ability to write insightful commentary was 

ultimately dependent upon her comprehension of the text.  Without a solid understanding of the 

text, she would have nothing to explain or write about.  It should come as no surprise then, that 

students also frequently reported pulling relevant textual evidence as an area of writing that they 

found to be particularly difficult.  We discuss how students perceived this challenge next.  
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2.  Pulling Relevant Evidence from the Text 

 In addition to providing commentary, students also identified pulling relevant textual 

evidence as an area of the writing task that they found to be challenging.  For example, when 

asked what she struggled with most in writing, Jasmine replied, “pulling the evidence.”  Mateo 

also explained: 

With the other article (“The Man in the Water”), it was so easy to find evidence in what you 
wanted to say. And on “Sometimes The Earth is Cruel,” the article was short and it didn't give a 
lot of examples for what you were trying to prove. So for me, that was really difficult, trying to 
find the evidence to prove what I was trying to say. 
 
Here, Mateo’s explanation that he found it difficult to pull relevant textual evidence when the 

reading “didn’t give a lot of examples for what you were trying to prove” demonstrates how 

many students situated the pulling of relevant evidence as a deductive process that they engaged 

in after they had already figured out their claim.  Only a few students recognized that pulling 

evidence from the text had the potential to be an inductive practice.  For instance, Emilio 

described: 

I use the cognitive strategies to get my own point of view . . . the notes (I took) on the side, 
helped me to know, helped me to see what I need, writing my essay.  You try to find the main 
point in your opinion . . . So if he’s (the author is) talking about something, I want to find 
something of my ideas. 
 
Emilio’s reflection reveals his understanding that rather than hunting for evidence to prove a 

predetermined conclusion of “what you wanted to say,” another approach was to use the 

cognitive strategies developed by the Pathway Project to construct meaning with the text and 

discover new ideas while reading; Emilio realized that this work could ultimately help him in 

developing his commentary and own point of view.  Yet, Emilio was one of the few students 

who connected his engagement with the cognitive strategies during the reading to the 

interpretations of the text he was writing within his essay; the majority of students seemed 
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unaware that the cognitive strategies they used to make sense of the text could also generate the 

content of what was written in their commentary. 

 Also, worthy of attention is that although students had reported supporting their ideas 

with textual evidence to be an area in which they had grown as writers, there seemed to be 

critical differences in how they framed that practice, in comparison to the practice of pulling 

relevant textual evidence.  Students described supporting their ideas with textual evidence as 

their ability to properly cite and integrate quotations in a way that signaled legitimacy to other 

writing community members.  In contrast, students conceptualized pulling relevant evidence 

from the text as being a much more nuanced act that demanded students have a strong grasp of 

the writing prompt, the text itself, and the claim that they hoped to back up in their essay.   In 

other words, students felt confident in their ability to support their ideas with textual evidence 

because they had developed the proper procedural knowledge; however, pulling relevant 

evidence from the text required conditional knowledge that students were still in the process of 

developing.   

3.  Finding the Words to Express their Thoughts (engaging in reader-based prose) 

 A third area of writing that students frequently perceived to be challenging was finding 

the words to express their thoughts and engaging in reader-based prose.  Amelia noted how she 

struggled “when I start a sentence” and how “putting the right words down” was most 

challenging for her.   In reviewing her post-test, Marcela also realized that one of the sentences 

she had written “ . . . didn’t make sense” and she remarked, “I should have written it (the 

sentence) in a different way.  Leave the thing about the earthquake and change ‘the story will tell 

me.’ ”  Thus, Marcela similarly pointed to how finding the right language to express her thoughts 

could be difficult.  
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 Although students described finding the words to express their thoughts as an area of 

writing that proved to be challenging, their realization of this also showed that students were 

making progress in moving from writer-based to reader based-prose.  Sophie conveyed this best 

when she explained: 

I think the body paragraphs were harder for me because even though I knew what to do, I still 
had trouble understanding it in a way that I would understand it.  I wanted it to make sense.  If 
let’s say I read that and it didn’t make sense to me, I’d be like oh, it’s not going to make sense to 
another person.  So I would try to chunk it down or add words to make it make sense. 
 
Sophie’s desire to find the right words to express her thoughts and to write a paragraph that 

would “make sense” demonstrates that she was developing both empathy for her reader and 

detachment from her writing, two qualities that have long been noted in the research literature as 

characteristics of more experienced writers (Perl, 1980; Blau, 1987).    

 Finally, as students described the challenges they encountered in translating their ideas to 

words, they indicated that explicit instruction in academic language had helped them at times to 

overcome these challenges.  Specifically, students pointed to sentence frames and models of 

writing, both provided through the Pathway Project intervention, as beneficial supports to their 

writing development.  For instance, Allison conveyed how “Mrs. Cruz has a poster in her class 

with lots of words- like ‘to honor,’ ‘to pay tribute to’ . . .” and she explained that this was a 

resource she frequently turned to that helped her to frame her thoughts.  However, while students 

had been provided with some valuable tools to assist them in finding the words to express their 

thoughts, as reflected in our analysis of students’ pre and post-tests, students nevertheless 

perceived this to be an area of writing that was challenging and in which they were continuing to 

develop. 
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Discussion 

 In their totality, our findings reveal that students developed as writers in a number of 

significant ways during their participation in the Pathway Project.  Differences in students’ 

performance at the pre and the post-test demonstrated that students had experienced overall 

growth in their writing in three general areas: 1. the structure and organization of ideas; 2. the 

integration and use of textual evidence; and 3. the depth of commentary and development of 

ideas.  Our analysis of interviews with students provided additional insight into students’ writing 

development and students described their ability to engage in specific writing practices valued 

within their academic writing context.  These practices included: 1. supporting ideas with 

evidence from the text; 2. writing introductions with hooks, TAGS, and claims; and 3. 

identifying themes within a text and creating theme statements.   Thus, across both sets of data 

(students’ pre and post-tests and students’ interviews) there was an abundance of evidence that 

indicated students had learned the norms of participation when writing within the genre of the 

academic essay and that they were moving towards becoming legitimate participants within their 

ELA writing communities.  In addition, students demonstrated that they were acquiring the 

declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge needed to write at a proficient level and that 

they were transitioning from knowledge-telling to engaging in the more complex act of 

knowledge-transformation. 

 However, students’ demonstration of overall growth in their writing development, was 

tempered by the fact that they didn’t always execute the writing moves they had learned with 

competency; there were definite areas of writing in which students still had room to grow.  Three 

production processes- 1. conceptualization, the understanding of the writing task; 2. ideation, the 

formulation of content to write about based on the reading and, 3. translation, the taking of this 
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content and turning it into written comprehensible sentences-  provided a useful lens for 

unpacking the difficulties that students were having in their writing.   An analysis of students’ 

post-tests revealed that students were still struggling to fully conceptualize the writing task and 

select the kinds of evidence that might best support their claim.  Students were also inconsistent 

in their ideation of content that contributed to new, meaningful interpretations of the text, and 

their incomplete translation of ideas into words on the page resulted in moments of disconnect 

and disruption in their writing.  Students conveyed similar perceptions of the difficulties they 

faced in writing as they described the following three areas of writing as particularly challenging 

for them: 1. providing commentary on the text; 2. pulling relevant evidence from the text; and 

3. finding the words to express their thoughts.  Students realized that each of these areas of 

writing required a nuanced, context-dependent type of conditional knowledge that they were still 

in the process of developing.  Additional practice and supports were needed to help students fully 

move from writer-based to reader-based prose and from knowledge-telling to knowledge-

transformation.   

Implications for Future Research and Writing Instruction 

 Finally, although our case study is limited in that it analyzes the writing development of 

sixteen students within the singular context of a writing intervention that focused on one genre of 

academic writing, we nevertheless believe it has important implications that can inform future 

research and writing instruction.  First, our study points to how the use of both the cognitive and 

sociocultural perspectives can lead to a more complete understanding of the processes involved 

in writing development.  Both perspectives were essential to illuminating both the ways in which 

students’ writing did (and did not) develop over time, and the kinds of targeted instructional 

supports that students perceived to foster their writing growth. 
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 Second, our findings point to the importance of using pedagogical strategies in the 

classroom that cultivate developing writers’ declarative and procedural knowledge.  Although 

some scholars who favor a less explicit, more constructivist approach might view instructional 

methods, such as the use of sentence frames or the modeling of the elements one might include 

in an introduction, as being overly prescriptive (see Harris, 2018), we found these pedagogical 

strategies to be critical in promoting the writing growth of the sixteen students in our study.  

While a balanced approach towards using these types of strategies is necessary, students 

consistently reported that practices that made visible to them the moves of experienced writers 

boosted their confidence because they had been given a starting place and tools for approaching 

the writing task.  The cultivation of this “will” and feelings of self-efficacy was essential if 

students were to also maintain the stamina to become experienced writers themselves and move 

towards writing proficiency.   

 Third, our research indicates that a possible avenue for future research is to investigate 

the types of pedagogical supports that are most effective in the development of students’ 

conditional knowledge.  Although students pointed to a number of supports that were critical to 

cultivating their declarative and procedural knowledge and that helped to apprentice them into 

normative practices of experienced writers, there was a notable absence in students’ reporting of 

strategies that helped them to foster conditional knowledge.  Given that developing commentary 

and constructing reader-based prose posed significant challenges to students in this study, we 

propose that more research is needed to explore those strategies that make visible to students 

their own writing moves and that move them towards knowledge-transformation.    
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Pre-Test  Post-Test 
     What I know about the article “The Earth is 

Cruel” sometimes the rains fall and will not stop.  

Sometimes the skies turn barren and will not rain.  

Earth all the moment has the power and you can’t 

do anything about.  Sometimes, the earth is cruel, 

and can take your live, with tornadoes, storms, 

earthquake, tsunamis, etc.  This is part of are 

history we cannot change.  After this we can only 

accept that as part of bargain called life.  And 

when it is your turn to deal with it you do.  The 

people only accept this and rebuild their lives. 

      Why should we risk our own life to save 

someone that we don’t know?  The article “The 

Man in the Water” by Roger Rosenblatt is an 

example of how a normal man can become a hero 

not because he has super powers, but instead 

because he has a big heart that tells him to risk his 

life for the life of someone that he has never seen 

before.  The article points out how a man risked 

his life to save people from the destruction that 

was left after an airplane crashed into the water.  

The article “The Man in the Water,” tries to honor 

this man that should be remembered for his actions 

and for his big heart.  At the beginning of the 

article it describes the tragedy, were and when 

happen, how many people died and survive.  Then 

the article insists with the incredible actions of this 

man that normal people can be a hero.  This 

tragedy would not be remembered by the dead; 

instead it would be remembered by the lives that 

were saved. 

Figure 2.1. Emilio’s growth from pre to post-test in the area of writing introductions with hooks, 
TAGS, and claims 
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Pre-Test  Post-Test 
     In this article, the man in the water was a man 

risking his life to save others life.  It happened on 

January 13th, 1982.  This man was boarding Air 

Florida flight 90.  Later flight 90 plowed into the 

14th street bridge in Washington D.C.  But then 

that plane crash killed 4 motorists and 74 

passengers.  Only 6 survived.  Then the plane 

plunged into the Potomac River.  This concludes 

that the man in the water was a brave hero. 

      In the article “Sometimes the Earth is Cruel,” 

the author describes natural disasters and tries to 

explain how the earth is cruel.  In the article it 

states, “Sometimes the land rattles and heaves and 

splits itself into two.”  The author’s language is 

very deep as he describes how the earthquake that 

struck Haiti was the biggest natural disaster they 

ever had.  But that didn’t stop them.  The people in 

Haiti rebuilt their homes and went on.  No 

earthquake could stop them.  The author’s purpose 

was to inspire people to keep going and not to give 

up. 

Figure 2.2. Marcela’s growth from pre to post-test in the area of supporting ideas with evidence  
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Pre-Test  Post-Test 
     “Sometimes the Earth is Cruel” is an article 

based on how sometimes “mother earth,” as some 

people call it, is very disasterous.  The article 

states, “Bad enough, Haiti is wretchedly poor.”  

This means that Haiti has no money and the earth 

violently wrecks havoc upon the city.  I think that 

Haiti shouldn’t have had to endure such anger 

from the earth because what did the Haitians do? 

     In “The Man in the Water,” nature is described 

as a dangerous, man-killing phenomenon and the 

man in the water is the hero fighting it.  The article 

proves this by stating that, “For its part, nature 

cared nothing about the five passengers.  Our man, 

on the other hand, cared totally.  So the timeless 

battle commenced in the Potomac.”  This means 

that the man was trying to fight nature in a sense.  

The man in the water died, but that doesn’t 

necessarily mean that he lost the fight.  The man 

knew he was going to die, but it didn’t stop him 

from saving the other passengers.  

Figure 2.3. Anthony’s growth from pre to post-test in the area of writing commentary  
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Table 2.1   

 Students’ pre and post-test scores 

Student ID Pre-Test Score Post-Test Score Pre to Post Difference 

Amelia 

5 

4 

 

4 0 

Julia 3 6 +3 

Mateo 3 4 +1 

Marcela 4 5 +1 

Sophie 6 8 +2 

David 4 5 +1 

Emilio 6 8 +2 

Jasmine 5 6 +1 

Leo 3 8 +5 

Allison 5 7 +2 

Anthony 4 7 +3 

Cristina 2 6 +4 

Bruno 2 7 +5 

Luciana 3 5 +2 

Jack 3 6 +3 

Olivia 4 6 2 

Median 4 6 2 

Average 4.06 6.13 2.31 
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Chapter 3 
(Study 3) 

 
Leo’s Journey:  

A Case Study of a Middle School English Learner’s Development of Positive Writerly Identity 
 
 

Inside Mrs. Cruz’s Classroom: Beginning with the End in Mind 

 It’s a Friday afternoon in mid May, only a few weeks before 8th grade promotion.  Today, 

Mrs. Cruz’s10 class, usually full of giggles, banter, and the chitter chatter of voices in anticipation 

of the approaching weekend, is hushed and quiet.   For the past year, Mrs. Cruz and her students 

have participated in Project X, an academic literacy intervention funded by the U.S. Department 

of Education’s Investment in Innovation (i3) grant.  Project X emphasizes a cognitive strategies 

approach to reading and writing instruction, with the aim of developing English learners’ 

academic literacy in order to help them succeed in advanced educational settings (Author, 2007).  

Today is day two of Project X’s posttest, an on-demand writing task in which students are asked 

to write an analytical essay responding to Roger Rosenblatt’s article, “The Man in the Water.”   

 From my position in the back of the room, I watch as the students engage with the text and 

writing prompt; the scratch of pens on paper and the rustle of an occasional flip of a page are the 

only sounds in the room.  Leo, one of the many English learners in Mrs. Cruz’s class, stares 

down thoughtfully at the page before him, his lips silently mouthing words as he reads his essay.  

Watching Leo absorbed in his work, my curiosity gets the best of me; I approach him, eager to 

take a peek at his progress on his essay.  However, as I move closer to his desk, Leo looks up at 

me and meets my gaze with a stern expression.  He guards his work with one arm and then holds 

the other hand, palm facing outward, signaling me to stop.  “Mrs. Z, you can’t help me,” he 
                                                             
10   Pseudonyms have been used for all participants with the exception of the authors.  Moreover, 
because the first author conducted the case study with the advice and support from the second 
author, the Principal Investigator of Project X, the pronoun “I” is used for the first author in the 
article. 
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asserts.  “This is a test.  I have to do it on my own.”  Leo’s words cause me to halt in my tracks; I 

turn sheepishly around, and retreat to my desk. As I contemplate Leo’s statement of desired 

independence, I realize that he has reached a crucial moment in his journey of becoming a writer.  

Leo knows that he does not need my assistance, and he knows both what to do and how to do it. 

This posttest is his time to prove he is a capable writer both to himself and to others.   

 Back in September, Leo was only able to muster writing a few lines in response to Project 

X’s pretest prompt; he also clearly lacked confidence in his skills, writing in a self-assessment for 

Mrs. Cruz’s class at the end of the first trimester, that he deserved an “F,” had learned “nothing,” 

and that “everything” in the class had been challenging for him.   Now, eight months later, I 

watch Leo furiously scribbling on the page, engrossed in the writing task at hand and insistent 

that he has the skills to be successful on his own. As I reflect on his journey from a novice to a 

more experienced writer, I wonder . . . What caused such a remarkable transformation in Leo?  

How was he able to achieve such incredible growth over the course of a single year? 

Introduction  

 The purpose of this study is to explore the development of positive writerly identity in  

Leo, an English learner (EL) initially positioned as “struggling” and “underachieving,” who 

became seen as a competent writer and an active contributor within the context of his 8th grade 

English Language Arts (ELA) classroom community.  As an EL, Leo represents a heterogeneous 

group of language-minority students whose varied linguistic, cultural, and social resources 

reflect their diverse ethnic backgrounds, socioeconomic status, and prior schooling experiences 

(Kibler, Valdés, & Walqui, 2014; Matsuda, Ortmeier-Hooper, & You, 2006).  For these students, 

inequitable opportunities to learn often result in inequitable outcomes. The teaching of basic 

skills at the expense of access to challenging interpretive and analytic work (Harklau, 1994; 



 78 

Wong Fillmore, 2014), along with inadequate teacher preparation (Coady, Harper, & De Jong, 

2016) and inconsistencies in program implementation (Gold & Maxwell-Jolly, 2008) limit the 

types of instruction available to EL students allowing them to develop positive writerly 

identities.  At the middle and high school levels, ELs experience disproportionately high attrition 

rates (Olsen, 2010) and the positioning of ELs as “underachieving,” “at risk,” and “suffering 

from the gap” too often becomes the dominant narrative (Sailors, Martinez, Davis, Goatley, & 

Willis, 2017).  In analyzing the positive writerly identity development of Leo, this article hopes 

to disrupt this dominant narrative and demonstrate how equitable opportunities to learn can be 

created for ELs in the ELA classroom. 

 The term positive identity development is used to refer to young adults “viewing 

themselves and being viewed by others as competent literate members able to fully participate in 

classroom literacy events” (Moses & Kelly, 2017, p.394).  Through this lens, students’ 

developing identities as writers is a negotiated and dynamic processes of co-construction (Gee, 

2001; Kayi-Aydar, 2014) in which students are perpetually “becoming,” both through a culture 

that produces them as social subjects and through their individual responses as social subjects to 

this culture (Zembylas, 2003).  Hence, the development of one’s writing and one’s writerly 

identity are considered inseparable from context (Cao, 2014); what counts as legitimate 

participation is not autonomously determined, but instead, depends in part on existing structures 

of power that determine those cultural practices considered valuable and legitimate (Herrenkohl 

& Mertl, 2010; Lave, 1991; Street, 1993).  This is not to suggest a structurally deterministic view 

of identity that does not make room for individual agency (Varghese, Morgan, Johnston, & 

Johnston, 2005); rather, in engaging her class in cultural practices that distributed power, Mrs. 
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Cruz fostered student agency, and cultivated positive writerly identities for students like Leo 

(Norton & Toohey, 2001).   

 Leo’s case contributes to current scholarship in several ways.  First, this study is 

informed by both cognitive and sociocultural theories of learning and responds to the call for 

future research in the field of language learner strategies (LLS) to examine the links between 

these two paradigms (Cohen & Griffiths, 2015).  In addition, research in the field has attended 

primarily to the positive literacy identity development of young learners (Compton-Lily, Papoi, 

Venegas, Hamman, & Schwabenbauer, 2017) and a paucity of research exists concerning what 

exactly constitutes effective teaching practices in writing instruction for ELs at the secondary 

levels (Fitzgerald, 2017; Goldenberg, 2008; Graham & Perin, 2007, p.27).  Given that those 

adolescent ELs who seek a university degree report that in transitioning to post-secondary 

environment, the greatest linguistic challenge they face is writing (Kanno & Grosik, 2012), 

explorations of how positive writerly identity can be developed at the middle and high school 

levels are especially critical.  Through a study of Leo’s case, this article provides insight into 

how spaces can be created and opportunities can be afforded within secondary ELA classrooms 

to encourage the positive writerly identity development of all students of diverse backgrounds, 

but particularly ELs.  

Hence, the questions guiding this study are two-fold: 

1. How does an EL student (Leo) begin to develop a positive writerly 

identity in an 8th grade English Language Arts classroom? 

2. How do teachers help to cultivate and support EL students in becoming more 

experienced writers and achieving writing competency? 
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Background 

 This case study of the positive writerly identity development of Leo is informed by both 

cognitive and sociocultural theories of learning. From a cognitive perspective, writing 

development depends upon the individual’s internalization of knowledge and one’s ability to 

command and regulate a set of cognitive strategies (Graham & Harris, 2013).  In contrast, a 

sociocultural or situated perspective of learning does not deny that there are such cognitive 

aspects of learning to write, but understands them as encapsulated within broader cultural 

constructs and systems of power (Mislevy & Durán, 2014; Street, 1993).  Through this lens, 

becoming a writer is context bound, and to become a writer means that one becomes recognized 

as a legitimate participant within one’s writing community (Lave, 1991; Verplaetse, 2014).  

Graham and Harris (2013) note that “writing development (or instruction for that matter) cannot 

be adequately understood without considering both points of view” (p.8); both the cognitive and 

sociocultural perspectives are useful in conceptualizing what it means to become a writer and to 

develop a positive writerly identity.  

The Cognitive Component: Becoming a Writer as the Ownership of Knowledge and Skills 

 Cognitive research on the writing process can help to create a frame for understanding the 

knowledge and skills an EL needs in order to be considered an experienced writer and develop a 

positive writerly identity.  Three qualities of writers, cited across the literature, stand out as 

especially salient in the case of Leo.  

1. A Move from Knowledge-Telling to Knowledge-Transformation 

 EL intervention classes often place a premium on the cultivation of declarative 

knowledge; they also emphasize what Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) describe as knowledge-

telling, the retrieving of information from long term memory and the simple regurgitation of 
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what is known about a topic (Author, et. al, 2012).  However, crucial for ELs’ writing and 

academic success is the movement from acts of knowledge-telling to knowledge-transformation, 

which is described as the analysis of a writing task and the planning of what to say, and how to 

say it, in accordance with rhetorical, communicative, and pragmatic constraints (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, 1987). In order to progress from knowledge-telling to knowledge-transformation, 

ELs need declarative, procedural and conditional knowledge; furthermore, they need control 

over these processes.  Declarative knowledge is the knowledge of facts, procedural knowledge is 

the process of how to apply what one knows and, conditional knowledge, involves awareness of 

one’s self as a learner and the ability to transfer one’s knowledge to new situations to problem 

solve and overcome challenges (Author, 2011; Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983).  

2.  A View of Writing as a Recursive and Non-Linear Process 

 Experienced writers also view writing as a recursive and non-linear process.  Unlike novice 

writers who frequently see writing as a direct sequence of steps in which one translates a thought 

to a page, experienced writers understand how these steps are part of an integrative whole; they 

discover and create meaning through the process of writing (Klein, Arcon, & Baker, 2016; 

Sommers, 1980).  Thus, teachers of ELs must stress that writing in their classrooms is not solely 

a way to convey what one has learned, but also as a medium through which one learns (Britton, 

1970; Langer, J.A. & Applebee, A., 2007). It should come as no surprise that when placed in 

classes that emphasize acts of knowledge-telling and mechanical tasks such as correcting 

spelling and grammar (Wilcox, 2015), novice EL writers learn to view revision as an editing 

exercise of error-hunting and making surface level changes; in contrast, experienced writers 

revise at a deeper level (Perl, 2006).  
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3. Ownership and a Sense of Self-Efficacy and Pride   

 A third characteristic of experienced writers who have a positive writerly identity is that 

they take ownership of their writing and demonstrate a sense of self-efficacy and pride in their 

work.  ELs who continue to struggle with writing are more likely to develop what Dweck (2014) 

describes as a fixed mind set, perceiving their writing abilities to be something that they are born 

with and carved in stone.  This especially rings true for “Long Term” ELs, those students who 

have been in the United States for more than six years and who have not yet reached sufficient 

proficiency levels to be reclassified  (Olsen, 2010).  Conversely, experienced writers with high 

self-efficacy and a growth mindset (Dweck, 2014), the belief that through learning and effort 

one’s writing achievement will improve over time, will likely persist, overcome challenges, and 

experience success.  Hence, self-efficacy becomes a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy in which self-

perceptions of one’s writing abilities and competencies act as powerful determinants of one’s 

efforts- and therefore, potential achievements-  as a writer (Pajares & Valiante, 2006; 

Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994).   

The Sociocultural Component: Becoming a Writer as Becoming a Legitimate Participant in 

One’s Writing Community 

 Viewing the process of writing though the cognitive perspective can shed light on the 

internal skills, strategies, and practices needed for ELs to move towards writing competency.  

The sociocultural view of learning and becoming a writer is promising because it demystifies the 

interactions and structures of the classroom that help to cultivate one’s identity as a “motivated” 

or “competent” writer. Two interrelated theoretical frameworks within the sociocultural view, 

communities of practice and positional identity theories, are outlined below and build upon the 

understanding of what it means to be an experienced writer and develop a positive writerly 
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identity.   

1. Communities of Practice  

 The theory of communities of practice conceptualizes learning to write as a situated social 

practice in which becoming an experienced writer means learning what it means to be recognized 

as a legitimate participant within one’s writing community (Lave, 1991; Verplaetse, 2014).  

Through this paradigm, learning to become a writer extends beyond the development of 

knowledge and skills, and what counts as legitimate participation varies according to one’s 

context, influenced by structures of power that deem what literacy practices are appropriate or 

accepted (Herrenkohl & Mertl, 2010, p.12).  The cultural practices considered legitimate and 

valuable in an EL’s writing community outside of school may not be considered legitimate 

participation in an academic setting (Garcia, 1999).   Therefore, the socialization and 

apprenticeship of ELs into an academic discourse community can be an important factor in 

determining their success.  

2.  Positional Identity 

 Positional identity theory conceives of writerly identity not as fixed and static, but as 

negotiated and fluid (Gee, 2001; Kayi-Aydar, 2014; Moje & Luke, 2009), and multiple identities 

and identifications can be enacted over time in response to a writing environment (Glenn & 

Ginsberg, 2016; Juzwik, Cushman, & McKenzie, 2016).  Moreover, one’s identity as a writer is 

co-constructed, developed both through individual agency and created in response to, or in 

resistance to, existing identities both imposed on and taken up by participants (Hall, 2012; 

Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998).  Such a conceptualization of writing and writerly 

identity has important implications for marginally positioned students labeled as “failing” or 

“non-proficient” in traditional educational settings (Kwok, Ganding III, Hull, & Moje, 2016).  It 
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reminds us that becoming a proficient writer is not only about developing the cognitive skills, but 

is also dependent upon the teacher’s ability to cultivate a classroom climate in which students are 

positioned as agentic contributors to their writing communities.  

 Despite their distinct ontological and epistemological roots, there are points of 

intersection across cognitive and sociocultural theories that can lead to a deeper and more 

comprehensive understanding of what it means to become a writer. Encouraging multiple ways 

of understanding of what it means to be a writer, also can open up a multiplicity of possibilities 

of how one can approach writing instruction in the classroom in a way that, ultimately, 

empowers students.  Both the cognitive and sociocultural approaches are critical to making sense 

of Leo’s journey and transformation. 

Methods 

Context and Participants 

 This case study was part of a larger intervention study conducted by Project X.  Project X 

has provided intense professional development programs for teachers, like Mrs. Cruz, who work 

in districts with high enrollments of ELs, like Leo.  Utilizing a cognitive strategies instructional 

approach, Project X has had a history of repeated success.  Experiments in District A and District 

B, both serving high EL populations, yielded effect sizes of .67 and .60, and affirmed the 

efficacy of Project X’s intervention model (Author, et al., 2012, 2017).  Building on these 

successes, in 2014 Project X received funding under the U.S. Department of Education’s i3 

grant, and expanded its intervention program to include four California Writing Project sites and 

four large, urban school districts in southern California. 

 The case study of Leo was situated at Hart Middle School (HMS)11 within this larger i3 

study.  The language proficiency levels and the student backgrounds at HMS made it an ideal 
                                                             
11   Hart Middle School (HMS) is a pseudonym. 
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focal school site: over 30% of its students classified as ELs, over 90% of the student body 

identified as coming from a Latinx background, and over 90% of the students were considered 

socioeconomically disadvantaged, and qualified for free or reduced lunch.  Within HMS, the 8th 

grade classroom of Mrs. Cruz was chosen because of her participation in Project X’s intervention 

and because of her reputation within the district as an exemplary teacher who would likely 

commit to a high implementation of Project X’s cognitive strategies approach. In Mrs. Cruz’s 

classroom, there were 12 students designated as English Only (EO), 12 designated as 

Reclassified (RFEP), and 14 designated as Limited English Proficient (LEP).   

 This article focuses solely on Leo because he proved to be a unique case of an EL student 

who, although initially positioned as “underachieving,” by the end of the year had moved 

towards writing proficiency and had developed a positive writerly identity (Yin, 2018).   When 

he entered the 8th grade, Leo took a seemingly apathetic stance towards writing, positioned 

himself in opposition to classroom activities, and exhibited poor academic performance (by the 

end of 1st semester Leo was on academic probation and in danger of failing Mrs. Cruz’s class); 

thus, in many ways, Leo represented a population of students within low-income, urban school 

districts, that some administrators and teachers might dismiss as “unmotivated,” or “skill 

deficient” (Delpit, 1995).  Yet, Leo’s example demonstrates that these perceptions are simply not 

the case.  By the end of a single school year, Leo was demonstrating positive engagement in 

class, earning a solid “B,” and had moved from a 4th grade to 8th grade level of literacy according 

to the district’s I-ready diagnostic exam (http://www.curriculumassociates.com).  Within Project 

X’s intervention, he also had a four point gain from pre to posttest, in comparison to average 

treatment gains of 1.66 across the district and 1.42 in Mrs. Cruz’s class.  Such gains are 

remarkable, but unlikely due to an increase in cognitive skills alone.  Leo’s acquisition of 
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knowledge and skills also had to do with the ways in which his identity was being legitimized as 

a writer and academic.  Moreover, Mrs. Cruz proved to be a critical actor in Leo’s 

transformation.  His case is worthy of special attention because it pushes us to rethink how 

specific pedagogical strategies and practices, informed by cognitive and sociocultural theories, 

can work in synergy, positioning EL students in new ways that have profound effects on their 

learning, identities, and overall writing achievement.   

Data Collection and Analysis 

 Focused classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and collected artifacts 

allowed for a convergence of evidence supporting how Leo developed a positive writerly identity 

(Yin, 2018).  Over the course of the 2014-2015 school year, visits were made to Mrs. Cruz’s 

class ranging from 1-4 times per week, for a total of approximately 75 hours.  Initially an 

observation protocol was used, although observations became more focused around particular 

students (such as Leo) as the year progressed.  Monthly memos allowed for the noting of themes 

across the data.  Two semi-structured interviews with Leo were also conducted; Leo was asked 

to reflect on his pre and posttests, his thought processes while writing, and his growth as a writer 

in Mrs. Cruz’s class. Mrs. Cruz was also interviewed and asked about her beliefs about students, 

the challenges they faced when writing, and what pedagogical strategies she felt were effective.  

 Artifacts collected included Project X’s on-demand pre and posttests (administered at the 

beginning and end of the school year) which, in the first hour, required that students read a short 

non-fiction text, either Leonard Pitts’ (2010) “Sometimes the Earth is Cruel,” or Roger 

Rosenblatt’s (1982) “The Man in the Water.”  In the second hour, students were asked to 

complete the writing task- a text-based analytical essay analyzing the theme of the reading.  

Numerous supplementary writing samples were provided by Mrs. Cruz and Leo; these included 
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daily reflections, short responses, and more formal writing assignments.  

 To analyze these multiple sources of data, a theoretically informed coding process 

(Saldaña, 2016) was used.  Three stages of coding, grounded in cognitive and sociocultural 

perspectives of learning, captured Leo’s transformation.  The first stage used cognitive theory to 

locate significant moments in which Leo demonstrated he had acquired the skills and strategies 

of an experienced writer.  Three cognitive markers of experienced writers, described earlier and 

cited across the literature, were especially salient: 1. moving from knowledge-telling to 

knowledge-transformation (through the use of declarative, procedural, and conditional 

knowledge); 2. revising for content and viewing writing as non-linear; and 3. taking ownership 

and displaying a sense of self-efficacy (See Table 3.1). 

[Insert Table 3.1 Here] 

 In the second stage of coding, a sociocultural lens was used to explore how Leo 

developed a positive writerly identity within those moments located in stage one.  This stage of 

coding focused on how Leo’s positioning through the moves of Mrs. Cruz, his classmates, and 

himself, facilitated his transformation (See Table 3.2).  In a third stage of coding, the identities 

Leo assumed through this combination of skill acquisition and positioning in the classroom were 

categorized (See Table 3.3).   Throughout the process of data collection and analysis, informal 

member checks with both Leo and Mrs. Cruz were conducted to ensure greater accuracy in the 

interpretation of the data. 

[Insert Table 3.2 Here] 

 

[Insert Table 3.3 Here] 
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Leo’s Journey 

Fall Trimester, September – December 

Leo’s Pretest 

 When Leo entered Mrs. Cruz’s 8th grade class in the fall, he did not envision himself as a 

writer, an academic, or someone who was “good at English.”  The self-perceptions Leo had of 

himself as a non-writer were reflected in his performance at the beginning of the year.  In 

September, Leo took Project X’s pretest, and was asked to write an interpretive essay in response 

to Leonard Pitts’ (2010) “Sometimes the Earth is Cruel,” a short, non-fiction text in which Pitts 

reflects upon the strength and fortitude of the Haitian people after the earthquake disaster in 

2010.  The writing prompt called for students to construct a thesis statement that expressed the 

article’s theme (the author’s message), and to support their ideas with textual evidence.  Below 

was Leo’s entire response to the pretest prompt: 

[Insert Figure 3.1 Here] 

 In a 50 minute timed-writing period, Leo could only muster a partially formed paragraph of 

slightly more than three sentences.  Although Leo attempted to write a hook by leading with an 

introductory quotation, he did not create a thesis advancing an interpretation of the text; instead, 

Leo simply summarized that “the author’s main idea is the earth is cruel.”  His essay consists 

almost exclusively of words copied directly from Pitts’ article, with virtually none of his own 

insights or commentary.  Thus, Leo engaged in the type of knowledge-telling Bereiter and 

Scardamalia (1987) describe as being common with EL writers and he was enacting the kinds of 

summary writing emphasized in literacy intervention classes.  

The Introduction of the Cognitive Strategies Tool Kit 

 In October, with the help of the Project X intervention, Mrs. Cruz introduced Leo and his 
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classmates to the concept of a cognitive strategies tool kit and explained how when we read and 

write, we use different acts of mind, or cognitive strategies, such as tapping prior knowledge, 

predicting, making connections, and forming interpretations.  She then modeled and made these 

internal acts of mind outwardly visible so that all students could have access to these cognitive 

tools.  Mrs. Cruz also showed possible sentence frames, similar to the clarifying bookmarks 

described by Kibler, Walqui, & Bunch (2015), which students could use to structure their 

thoughts.  For example, when reading “The Tell-Tale Heart,” Mrs. Cruz demonstrated how 

experienced readers and writers might ask themselves, “What does ‘Tell-Tale Heart’ make me 

think of?,” as they made connections, or “What might I encounter as I read the story?,” as they 

made predictions. By modeling these sentence frames, Mrs. Cruz gave Leo the concentrated 

language development he needed as an EL, at the same time that she engaged him in critically 

thinking about the text (Olsen, 2010).  Furthermore, Mrs. Cruz supported Leo’s development of 

declarative knowledge through the concrete naming of these strategies, and also facilitated Leo’s 

growth of procedural knowledge by providing him with questions and sentence starters that he 

could use to access the strategies (Langer, 2011; Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983).  

 After introducing the cognitive strategies, Mrs. Cruz asked students to assess their own 

learning in an online reflection.  Below are the questions Mrs. Cruz posed and Leo’s responses. 

 
Mrs. Cruz:  
 
  1.  How did the cognitive strategies help you understand the last two stories you have 
        read (War of the Wall, Tell-Tale Heart)? 
 
  2.  Is the cognitive strategies bookmark helpful to you when you are trying to answer  
       questions about the stories?  Why or why not? 
 
  3.  Do you feel confident about using these strategies on you own while doing  
       INDEPENDENT reading for book clubs?  Why or why not? 
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Leo’s Response: 
   
  1.  It helped me because of one strategies that helped me was making connections 
  
  2.  yes it was helpful because they have sentence starters 
 
  3.  no I dont feel confident 
  

 In his reflection, Leo expressed that the cognitive strategies helped him to analyze the text.  

He demonstrates declarative knowledge, specifically that of the strategy of “making 

connections,” and the procedural knowledge of using the sentence starters (Langer, 2011; Paris, 

Lipson, & Wixson, 1983).  However, Leo’s honest admission “I don’t feel confident” in using 

the strategies independently also indicates a sense of low self-efficacy (Zimmerman & Bandura, 

1994). Leo’s self perceptions of his “skills” and his lack of “will” intersected, creating a 

downward spiral that threatened his future development of a positive writerly identity within 

Mrs. Cruz’s class (Pajares & Valiante, 2006).  

 This downward spiral continued until the end of trimester 1, and in December, Leo 

positioned himself as an incapable writer, commenting in another online reflection that he 

deserved an “F,” had learned “nothing,” and that “everything” in the class had been challenging 

for him.  Leo’s comments reveal that he was either resistant to acknowledging, or unable to 

recognize, his own growth and progress.  He also conveys a fixed mind set (Olsen, 2010; Dweck, 

2014), viewing reading and writing as talents you are born with a natural aptitude for, not skills 

that through learning, you can become more proficient at over time. 

 Equally important to consider, in addition to Leo’s positioning of himself, is Mrs. Cruz’s 

positioning of Leo at this time (Moje & Luke, 2009).  Following an apprenticeship model 

(Collins, Brown, & Holum, 1991), Mrs. Cruz acted as the more knowledgeable expert in the 

room; but Mrs. Cruz also situated Leo as a valuable contributor, sharing her power as she gave 
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Leo opportunities to evaluate his own learning in the online reflections. As she used the 

cognitive strategies sentence starters to demystify the abstract acts of “interpreting” and 

“analyzing” a text, Mrs. Cruz also leveled the playing field.  She emphasized that literacy in her 

class was about more than decoding and surface level understanding.  Thus, native English 

speakers were not the only ones who could become readers and writers (Kwok et al., 2016); 

instead, this was an identity all students could develop.  Yet, this was a lesson that Leo would 

need further opportunities to learn and experience for himself, and more work was needed before 

Leo could envision himself as a writer. 

Winter Trimester, January – beginning of March 

The Steve Irwin Unit and Additional Practice with the Cognitive Strategies  

 In mid-January, Leo was still struggling. Mrs. Cruz had just begun a new Project X unit in 

which students were asked to evaluate Aussie television personality and self-proclaimed wildlife 

warrior, Steve Irwin.   To build students’ knowledge of Irwin, Mrs. Cruz presented the students 

with two texts offering different viewpoints on Irwin, and asked Leo and his classmates to read 

and annotate each. 

 During this lesson, Leo had pushed his seat back away from the reading on his desk and his 

gaze was distant; when asked if he could explain what he had read or why he had highlighted 

lines from the reading, Leo shrugged his shoulders to show that he wasn’t sure; he admitted that 

he was feeling lost, had highlighted lines haphazardly, and wasn’t sure “what to write.”  

 Two of Leo’s classmates, Carla and Lani, lamented that they too were confused about 

“what to do.”  Reminded of how Mrs. Cruz had used the cognitive strategies of tapping prior 

knowledge and making predictions when reading short stories earlier in the year, the trio of 

students began to brainstorm what they already knew about Steve Irwin based on previous 
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readings (Leo reflected, “He got killed by a stingray”).  Leo and the girls then used this 

information along with the article’s title, to make a prediction about what the article would be 

about.  The cognitive strategies were helping Leo and his classmates to develop the procedural 

and conditional knowledge they needed in order to figure out what to highlight and how they 

could respond to the text. 

  At this point, Leo was moving one step closer to using the cognitive strategies 

independently and seeing for himself that he possessed the knowledge to help him make meaning 

of the texts.  Leo went from identifying as a student who was lost and confused, to positioning 

himself as a knowledgeable, contributing member of his classroom.  Integral to Leo’s learning of 

how one acts and does as an experienced writer, was his learning of how one acts and does as 

part of a classroom community (Lave, 1991). As an EL, the cognitive strategies became crucial 

for Leo’s growth as a writer not only because they gave him access to the language and thinking 

skills of an experienced reader and writer, but also because they allowed him to participate in the 

class in a way where he could feel like he belonged.   

Writing the Steve Irwin Essay 

 In February, the Steve Irwin unit culminated with students writing an essay arguing 

whether Irwin was simply a risk-taking fool, or ultimately a “wildlife warrior.”  At this time, 

Mrs. Cruz used a gradual release model (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983), slowly shifting the center 

of activity from herself to her students, to provide support and move students towards 

independent writing.  She used both her own writing and student samples to model for the class 

how one might go about composing an introduction, pointing to examples of hooks, background 

information about the focal text, and claim/thesis statements.  As she modeled each element, 

Mrs. Cruz also repeatedly took time to cultivate conditional knowledge by explaining why one 
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would want to include such elements in his or her essay. 

  After students had extensive practice working as a whole class and in partners, Mrs. 

Cruz released students to work independently on writing and revising their own introductions.  

Following several minutes of composing, Leo read over his writing.  With each reading, he 

appeared to become increasingly comfortable assessing his own work and making improvements 

to his paper.  When the end of class approached Leo raised his hand, eagerly signaling over Mrs. 

Cruz.  I watched as Leo leaned back in his chair, waiting attentively while Mrs. Cruz bent over 

his computer screen, reading his work.  Mrs. Cruz nodded her head at Leo and told him some 

words that couldn’t be heard from my place in the room.  When the bell rang, as other students 

scrambled to their next class, Leo strutted towards me, head held high and with a bounce in his 

step.  He was beaming and, as he held his hand up to give me a high five, he announced proudly, 

“She said it was perfect!”  

 This was a transformative moment for Leo in his journey towards a positive writerly 

identity for several reasons.  First, although Leo was still making surface level corrections to his 

work typical of a novice EL writer when revising (Sommers 1980), Leo was also learning to 

monitor his thinking and trust his judgment as he read over and made changes to his 

introduction.  Leo received validation from Mrs. Cruz when he found that his hard work had paid 

off, and Mrs. Cruz affirmed that his introduction was “perfect.”  However, this wasn’t only a 

special day for Leo; this was a transformative day for Mrs. Cruz as well.  After class, Mrs. Cruz 

reflected on the day’s lesson, recalled Leo’s proud strut out the door, and remarked, “I never 

realized how much he wants my approval.”  Mrs. Cruz was right in her reflection; Leo wanted 

her approval.  In fact, in order for Leo to develop a positive writerly identity in Mrs. Cruz’s class, 

her confirmation that he was learning the skills and habits needed to be an experienced writer, 
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was essential (Lave, 1991).  

Spring Trimester, end of March – June 

Revision Work and Reflecting on Progress 

 Leo continued to develop a positive writerly identity as he engaged in a key component of 

Project X, the revision of his pretest essay into a multiple draft essay.  Since EL students’ often 

experience revision as editing and making superficial changes at the surface level (Olsen, 2010; 

Wilcox, 2015), Project X emphasizes an approach that supports students in making deep, 

content-oriented revisions (Perl, 1979; 2006).  After distributing students’ pretests and the pretest 

writing prompt, Mrs. Cruz asked students to review each and consider what they knew now that 

they didn’t know at the beginning of the year, explaining that this knowledge would guide the 

revision of their pretests.  Looking over the pretest writing prompt, Leo paused, questioning in 

disbelief, “We were supposed to analyze the theme?!”  Leo’s statement reflects his realization 

that when the pretest was administered in September, he didn’t even possess the declarative 

knowledge needed- the understanding of theme- to answer the writing prompt successfully.  

 After reflecting on his growth as a writer, Leo got to work, rearranging, adding, and 

removing content from his draft.  What Leo was unable to finish in class, he completed on his 

own for homework and, when he was finished revising his pretest, he had composed an essay 

that included a hook, thesis, evidence, and commentary.  Once again Leo’s skill and his will 

intersected, but this time he was assuming the positive identity of a skilled writer who took 

ownership and pride in his work.   

The Posttest  

 In the culminating event marking his development as a writer, Leo participated in Project 

X’s posttest assessment, responding to “The Man in the Water” (1982) by writing an essay 



 95 

analyzing the article’s theme (see Figure 3.2). As Leo applied the strategies he learned 

independently within a new context, the declarative and procedural knowledge nurtured by Mrs. 

Cruz transformed into conditional knowledge (Author, 2011; Paris, Lipson, & Wixon, 1983).   

[Insert Figure 3.2 Here] 

 Clearly, Leo experienced significant growth from pre to posttest.  Leo’s pretest had been a 

meager paragraph of three sentences; in contrast, Leo’s posttest was five paragraphs, with 

evidence and commentary supporting a clear claim.  For the posttest, Leo used the conditional 

knowledge of how to use the cognitive strategies to access a text and write an essay, and he was 

able to apply his knowledge independently.  

 When the students had finished Project X’s exam, Mrs. Cruz asked the students to describe 

how they felt in terms of their performance.  While the majority of students shouted out that they 

felt “good,” Leo, called out, “I feel sexy!” In a later interview, Leo clarified what he meant by 

this statement, explaining, “Well, everyone else was saying ‘good,’ and, uh, I guess I just wanted 

to be different . . . I wanted to show that I felt better than good- that I felt great!”  In that 

moment, Leo was making a clear effort to differentiate himself from his peers and position 

himself as a capable writer, demonstrating he was developing a sense of self-efficacy and pride 

in his work (Zimmerman & Bandura, 1994).  

After the Posttest 

 As the end of the school year approached, Leo was well on his way to becoming an 

experienced writer and developing a positive writerly identity.  Following the posttest, Mrs. Cruz 

again assigned competency to Leo by announcing, “Now I know that you’ve grown as writers.  

I’m just going to use Leo as an example.  When I handed his pretest out it was a paragraph long.  

But his posttest is five paragraphs long with an intro, body and a conclusion!”  
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 Leo seemed to realize his progress as well, explaining in his posttest interview, “I feel 

really confident about writing my introduction and conclusion . . . I remember at the beginning 

of the year I couldn’t write one.  And I’ve grown a lot.”  He also rated his increase in confidence 

as a writer, giving himself a zero at the beginning of the year because he “barely knew what to 

write,” and an eight by the end of the year, on a scale of one to ten.  Leo had discovered that he 

could become a writer through learning over time (Dweck, 2014).  He reflected, “First trimester, 

I felt like I couldn’t do it.  That it was hard.”  In comparison, by third trimester he felt writing 

was “starting to get easy for me because I’m starting to learn.” 

 At the end of the school year, Leo had earned a “B” in Mrs. Cruz’s class.  He was no 

longer the student on academic probation, who had described his sister as “the smart one,” and 

who felt he had “learned nothing” and deserved an “F.”  At HMS’s graduation ceremony, in a 

final moment of assigning competency, Mrs. Cruz honored Leo with a certificate for “The Most 

Improved Student” in her classes that year.  Leo had undergone a significant transformation.  

Mrs. Cruz’s class had helped to cultivate not only his writing skills, but also his writerly identity.  

Leo had discovered that an experienced writer was someone he could- and was- becoming. 

DISCUSSION 

 As depicted in Table 3.4, five critical moments signaled Leo’s development of a positive 

writerly identity: 1. reading the Steve Irwin article; 2. writing the introduction of the Steve Irwin 

essay; 3. revising the pretest; 4. writing the posttest essay; and 5. receiving the most improved 

student award.  Across these five moments, points of synergy between the cognitive and 

sociocultural approaches emphasize that developing a positive writerly identity is a combination 

of gaining cognitive skills and strategies, one’s affect, and one’s positioning in the classroom. 

 These five critical moments also point to the significant role of Mrs. Cruz in Leo’s journey. 
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Through explicit strategy instruction, modeling, and the use of gradual release, Mrs. Cruz helped 

Leo to gain the declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge of an experienced writer.  

However, Leo’s learning of the cognitive strategies was not enough.  In order for Leo to commit 

to the acts of knowing, doing, and becoming of a writer, Mrs. Cruz had to also help Leo to 

change his conception of himself.  She had to help him realize that he was capable and possessed 

the knowledge needed to engage in the classroom community in a meaningful way.  Given that 

Leo did not initially identify as a valuable member of the classroom community, instances in 

which Mrs. Cruz assigned competency were especially critical for his transformation.  In 

addition, Mrs. Cruz’s decision to give students time for reflection not only gave Leo a chance to 

see for himself the growth and progress in his learning, but it also gave him voice and agency 

within the classroom.   

[Insert Table 3.4 Here] 

 One element to consider in this study’s design is that it analyzes the case of a single 

participant, and is an exceptional, instead of a representative case.   After all, Leo had an 

exemplary teacher and other unaccounted factors, such as a supportive family, may have 

contributed to his success.  Nevertheless, Leo’s case may still be regarded as powerful because 

he experienced such an incredible transformation, despite being a student who initially 

positioned himself as a non-valuable member of his classroom community.  Leo is symbolic of 

the many EL students in our nation’s classrooms who may not identify as capable readers and 

writers.   

What We Can Learn from Leo’s Journey 

 There are several lessons that Leo’s journey teaches us.  First, his case demonstrates the 

value of using both a cognitive and sociocultural lens in research.  Rather than essentialize 
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learning through one approach, using both a cognitive and sociocultural lens to analyze Leo’s 

journey gives us multiple perspectives of what it means to develop a positive writerly identity 

and, therefore, a potentially deeper understanding of how this transformation was possible.  

Second, Leo’s journey highlights the significant role a teacher can play in helping to shape a 

student’s learning trajectory.  Mrs. Cruz, as the expert writer in the room, needed to apprentice 

Leo into her writing community.  Third, Leo’s case illuminates that there are specific teaching 

methods that can be used to help EL students become experienced writers.  It was with explicit 

strategy instruction, modeling, and the use of gradual release, that Mrs. Cruz helped to foster in 

Leo the skills and strategies of an experienced writer, and it was with assigning competency and 

giving students time to reflect on their own learning, that Mrs. Cruz allowed Leo to see that an 

experienced writer was someone he too could become. 
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Figure 3.1. Leo’s pretest 
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Figure 3.2.  Leo’s post test 
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Table 3.1. 

Coding from a cognitive approach: Knowledge demonstrated by an experienced writer 

Category Description 

Uses declarative, 
procedural, and conditional 
knowledge (Know) 

Student conveys he has the declarative, procedural, or 
conditional knowledge to complete the writing task 

Code Description Example 

Know: Procedural Student conveys he knows the 
process of how to use 
declarative knowledge 

Leo creates a hook, a TAG, 
and a thesis statement in 
response to a prompt about 
“Hideaki Akaiwa: Japan’s 
Scuba Hero” (Magnier, 
2011). 

Know: Conditional Student conveys he has the 
awareness of one’s self as a 
learner and the ability to 
transfer knowledge to a new 
situation or writing task 

Leo reflects upon the 
posttest, stating, “I was kind 
of worried because every 
time I write an essay, for me, 
it takes like a week.  And I 
was kind of worried because 
we only had an hour to do it, 
a class period.” 
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Table 3.2. 

Coding from a sociocultural approach: The moves of an experienced writer & his teacher 

Category Description 

Teacher assigns 
competence (Comp) 

Teacher acknowledges the skills of one/more students 

Code Description Example 

Comp: Shares Student 
Work 

Teacher shares work of 
student(s) with other 
students/teachers 

Mrs. Cruz shares with Leo’s 
7th grade teacher, Mrs. Q, 
that Leo did an exceptional 
job on his posttest; Mrs. Q 
then stops Leo in the hall 
and congratulates him 

Comp: Verb Praise Teacher gives compliments and 
verbal praise to student(s) 

Mrs. Cruz asks class what 
she wants them to look for in 
their intros.  Leo calls out, 
“Your claim!” and Mrs. Leo 
confirms, “That’s right, Leo- 
that was you, right?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 103 

Table 3.3. 

Coding for a student’s positioning and the identities created 

Category Description 

Experienced Writer (Exp) Student is positioned (or positions him/herself) as an 
experienced writer 

Code Description Example 

Exp: Serious Student demonstrates he takes 
the class and his writing craft 
seriously 

Leo asks if he can move his 
seat from the back of the 
classroom up to the front so 
he can concentrate better on 
his work 

Exp: Learner Student positions himself as a 
writer who is willing to improve 

While revising his pretest, 
Leo raises his hand, asks 
Mrs. Cruz if she will check 
his work, and then asks, 
“What else do I need to do 
to make it better?” 
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Table 3.4   

  Critical moments of transformation in Leo’s development of a positive writerly identity 

Moment Description Cognitive Markers Mrs. Cruz’s 
Moves 

Leo’s 
Positioning 

 
Reading 

the Steve 
Irwin 
Article 

 
Leo works within a small 

group, using cognitive 
strategies to make 
meaning of the text 

 
Development of 

declarative and 
procedural 
knowledge, using 
cognitive strategies 
to help him 
understand the text 

 

 
Explicit strategy 

instruction 
Modeling 
Gradual release 

 
A valuable 

contributor to his 
writing 
community 

 
Writing the 

Intro of 
the Steve 
Irwin 
Essay 

 
Leo spends time writing 

and revising the 
introduction of his 
essay.  When he 
leaves class that day, 
he reflects proudly, 
“She (Mrs. Cruz) said it 
was perfect!” 

 

 
Demonstration of 

procedural 
knowledge of writing 
an introduction to an 
academic, response 
to literature essay 

 

 
Explicit strategy 

instruction 
Modeling 
Gradual release  
 
Assigns 

competency 

 
A high achieving 

and proficient 
writer 

 
Revising 

the 
Pretest 

 
Leo makes deep, 

content-oriented 
revisions.  He takes 
home what he doesn’t 
finish and completes it 
for homework. 

 
Ownership of work 
 
Understanding of 

writing as a recursive 
and non-linear 
process 

 

 
Gives students 

opportunities to 
reflect on/ 
evaluate their 
own progress 
and learning 

 
A writer who 

takes his craft 
seriously 

 
Writing the 

Posttest 
Essay 

 
Leo asserts, “This is a 

test.  I have to do it on 
my own.”  He then 
writes a two page 
essay with a claim, 
textual evidence, and 
supporting 
commentary. 

 
Demonstration of 

procedural, and 
conditional 
knowledge. 

 
Ownership of and 

pride in his work. 
 

 
Gives students 

opportunities to 
reflect on/ 
evaluate their 
own progress 
and learning  

 
Assigns 

competency 
 

 
A knowledgeable 

and independent 
writer. 

 
Receiving 

the Most 
Improved 
Student 
Award 

 
Leo is awarded “The 

Most Improved 
Student” at graduation 

 
A sense of high 
 self-efficacy 

 
Assigns 

competency 

 
A student who is 

able to learn and 
has become an 
experienced 
writer 
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Implications and Conclusions 

 The aim of this dissertation was to explore the complex ways in which the Pathway 

Project, a professional development (PD) intervention that has had a history of success, 

influences teacher and student learning.  In the previous chapters, I shared the results from my 

three studies, which, together, create a multidimensional picture of how the program’s PD shapes 

teacher practice and how, this, in turn, impacts the writing development and writing achievement 

of the students they teach.  In the pages that follow, I summarize my findings from each study 

and then describe the key lessons that can be learned from these studies as a whole. I conclude 

with a brief reflection on the contributions and limitations of my work, as well as its implications 

for future research. 

Summary of Findings 

 The findings from each of my three studies contributes to a nuanced understanding of the 

ways in which the Pathway Project influences teacher and student learning.  In Study 1,   

I explored how, through the cultivation of reform ownership, agency was achieved for the 

development of teacher professionalism and expertise, and the advancement of student learning.  

I examined the cases of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes and found that the cultivation of reform 

ownership occurred in three stages: 1. Emerging Reform Ownership; 2. Developing Reform 

Ownership; and 3. Deepening Reform Ownership.  Across all three stages, reform ownership 

developed when Mrs. Cruz’s and Mrs. Keyes’ identities as capable learners, experienced 

practitioners, and knowledgeable professionals were recognized by the Pathway Project 

facilitators.   However, cultivating reform ownership took time.  In the first stages of emerging 

and developing ownership, both Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes used strategies and materials from 

the PD with few modifications.  For Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes to own the reform, they needed 
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to move beyond the belief that engaging in the Pathway Project’s program was simply a matter 

of implementing materials.  They also needed to see the results of using Pathway’s instructional 

approach (improved writing outcomes for their students), as well as to participate in 

opportunities to reflect on their learning and the learning of their students.  It was when Mrs. 

Cruz and Mrs. Keyes developed the belief that using cognitive strategies could support their 

students in engaging in the moves of experienced readers and writers that there was a transfer of 

ownership of the Pathway Project to teachers and agency for the advancement of student learning 

could be achieved. 

 In Study 2, I used cognitive and sociocultural perspectives of learning to inform my 

analysis of the writing development of sixteen students participating in the Pathway Project.  I 

found that students demonstrated significant growth in their writing from the pre to the post-test 

in three areas: 1. the structure and organization of ideas; 2. the integration and use of textual 

evidence; and 3. the development of commentary and ideas.  These improvements in students’ 

writing were reflected in their writing gains, which had a statistically significant mean increase 

of 2.25 points (t(15), p <0.005, d=1.79) from the pre to the post-test.  Students perceived that 

they had grown as writers as well and they explained that they now knew “what to do” and “how 

to do it.”  In addition, students reasoned that their writing had developed because of their 

engagement in the following practices: 1. supporting ideas with evidence from the text; 2. 

writing introductions with hooks, TAGs, and claims; and 3. identifying themes within a text and 

creating theme statements.   

 Despite these improvements in their writing overall, as a group, students still had not 

reached a level of proficiency (avg. post-test combined score was 6.13)12 and their performance 

                                                             
12 A post-test combined score of “7”was considered proficient and passing on the writing assessment, which was 
scored by two readers along a 6-point rubric scale. 
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on their post-tests revealed that students were still struggling to fully conceptualize the writing 

task and the kinds of evidence that might best support their claim.  Students were also 

inconsistent in their ideation of content that contributed to new, meaningful interpretations of the 

text, and their thoughts didn’t always translate to sentences that were easy to follow and 

comprehend.  In reflecting on their struggles when writing, students reported that the following 

areas of writing were most challenging for them: 1. providing commentary on the text; 2. pulling 

relevant evidence from the text; and 3. finding the words to express their thoughts.  In sum, both 

students’ perceptions and the differences in their writing from the pre to the post-test indicated 

that they had experienced the most development in areas of writing that were highly dependent 

on declarative and procedural knowledge (ex: sentence frames). My findings also suggest that 

students were in need of additional support in writing practices that required a nuanced, context-

dependent type of conditional knowledge (ex: commentary and reader-based prose).    

Nevertheless, there seems to be considerable worth in using pedagogical strategies in the 

classroom that cultivate developing writers’ declarative and procedural knowledge since students 

indicated that these practices, which made the moves of experienced writers visible, increased 

their confidence and sense of self-efficacy.   

 In Study 3, I investigated how an EL student, Leo, developed a positive writerly identity 

and the role of his teacher, Mrs. Cruz, in this journey.  As in Study 2, I used both cognitive and 

sociocultural perspectives of learning to inform my analysis and I found that there were five 

critical moments in Leo’s development: 1. reading the Steve Irwin article; 2. writing the 

introduction of the Steve Irwin essay; 3. revising the pretest; 4. writing the posttest essay; and 5. 

receiving the most improved student award.   Within each of these moments Leo demonstrated 

that he was acquiring the skills and strategies of an experienced writer.  These skills and 
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strategies included: 1. moving from knowledge-telling to knowledge-transformation (through the 

use of declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge); 2. revising for content and viewing 

writing as non-linear; and 3. taking ownership and displaying a sense of self-efficacy.  In 

addition, using the sociocultural lens allowed me to unpack the moves of Mrs. Cruz and the ways 

in which she helped to facilitate Leo’s development of a positive writerly identity.  Through 

explicit strategy instruction, modeling, and the use of gradual release, Mrs. Cruz helped to foster 

in Leo the skills and strategies of an experienced writer.  Mrs. Cruz also assigned competency to 

students and gave them time to reflect on their own learning, so that Leo could see that an 

experienced writer was someone he, too, could become.  Thus, Study 3’s findings suggest not 

only the utility of an analytic approach that encompasses both the cognitive and sociocultural 

perspectives of learning, but they also point to the explicit teaching methods that can help 

students to become experienced writers.  

Key Lessons 

 There are four key lessons that the three studies within my dissertation can teach us that 

have important implications for future research, PD, and classroom practice.  In the following 

section, I describe each of these lessons and highlight the ways in which these lessons can inform 

other researchers, PD developers, PD facilitators, and teacher practitioners. 

 Lesson #1:  A “Making Thinking Visible” Approach  

 All three studies emphasize that a “making thinking visible” approach may be an 

effective and equitable method for apprenticing all learners (both students in the classroom, as 

well as teachers in PD) into the valued practices of their communities.  In Studies 2 and 3, Leo 

and his classmates experienced remarkable gains in writing achievement after participating in the 

Pathway Project’s program.  Although the defining characteristic of the program is its cognitive 
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strategies (“making thinking visible”) approach to reading and writing instruction, the cognitive 

strategies were not the only “making thinking visible” instructional tools used in the program to 

promote student learning.   In both the case of the sixteen middle school students and in the case 

of Leo, I found that one of the most significant areas of writing in which students grew from the 

pre to the post-test was in writing introductions.  Students also perceived this to be an area in 

which they had developed as writers and they attributed this growth to having had those elements 

often used by experienced writers in writing introductions to text-based, analytical essays (such 

as a hook and a TAG) modeled and made visible to them by their teachers.  

 The “making thinking visible approach” was not only beneficial to the learning of 

students in the studies, but it benefitted the learning of teachers as well.   In Study 1, reform 

ownership first emerged when Pathway PD facilitators transitioned between “learn by 

observing,” learn by doing,” and “learn by reflecting approaches” (Kellogg & Whiteford, 2012).  

Just as teachers modeled and made visible for their students how experienced readers and writers 

use cognitive strategies to construct meaning from and with texts, the PD facilitators modeled 

and made visible for teachers how they might use the cognitive strategies to facilitate reading 

and writing instruction in their classrooms.  In addition, it was when Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes 

had opportunities to “learn by doing,” and experienced the Pathway Project strategies and 

resources as learners themselves that the thinking of their students was made visible to them.  

Mrs. Keyes described, “ What was most helpful in supporting the learning was the process . . . 

and seeing everything that the kids do.”  It was “seeing everything that the kids do,” or seeing 

and engaging in the Pathway instructional tools from the perspective of their students, that 

allowed the two teachers to better anticipate the challenges their students might encounter and to 

gain insight into how they might adapt and modify materials accordingly.  In sum, a “making 
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thinking visible” approach proved to be an effective and equitable method for apprenticing both 

students and teachers into the valued practices of their communities. 

Lesson #2:  Building Self-Efficacy through Positive Feedback and Reflection 

 In addition to the value of a making thinking visible approach, a second lesson that the 

three articles call attention to is how receiving positive feedback and allowing time for reflection 

on one’s own learning can help build the self-efficacy of both students and teachers.  In Studies 2 

and 3, receiving positive feedback and allowing time for reflection on one’s own learning 

increased students’ sense of self-efficacy, and, thereby, fueled students’ continued and sustained 

engagement in cognitive strategy use, which resulted in profound effects on their learning and 

writing achievement.  For example, in the case of Leo, two critical moments in Leo’s 

transformation were 1. when Mrs. Cruz assigned competency to Leo by telling him his 

introduction was “perfect,” and 2. when Mrs. Cruz  gave students time at the end of the year to 

reflect on their writing development by reviewing their pre-tests.  In other words, it was when the 

experienced writer in the room, Mrs. Cruz, provided Leo with positive feedback and time to 

reflect on his own writing development that Leo recognized his own growth as a writer and that 

he was moving towards becoming a competent and experienced writer himself. 

 In addition to building the self-efficacy of students, receiving positive feedback and 

allowing time for reflection helped to build the self-efficacy of teachers too. As mentioned 

earlier, it was during the emerging stage of reform ownership, that PD facilitators used a “learn 

by reflecting” approach and invited teachers to reflect upon how their own experiences as 

learners with the program’s strategies and resources might inform their future instruction.  Also, 

receiving the class scores from the Pathway Project’s pre and post-test assessment allowed Mrs. 

Cruz and Mrs. Keyes to see how their use of a cognitive strategies approach was benefitting their 
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students and improving writing outcomes.  When given time to reflect, Mrs. Keyes recognized 

the growth in her students’ writing and described how students’ “structure improved” and how 

they supported their ideas with some textual evidence. Mrs. Cruz was also struck by the change 

in her students’ dispositions towards writing and commented, “The confidence in most of my 

students’ faces as they took the post-test is worth repeating all of it (the Pathway Project’s 

instructional approach) again.”  Just like their students, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes needed 

opportunities for positive feedback and time to reflect on their instructional practice and learning 

to develop a sense of self-efficacy.  This, in turn, promoted sustained and continued engagement 

with Pathway Project materials so that the two teachers could move beyond surface level 

enactment and, instead, towards adapting and innovating the program. 

Lesson #3:  Positioning Learners as Agentic Actors in a Community of Practice 

 Lessons #1 and #2 direct us to the third lesson that can be learned -- that meaningful 

instruction happens when learners are positioned as agentic actors in a community of practice.  

By making thinking visible, providing positive feedback, and giving time to reflect, the 

participants across all three studies were positioned as agentic actors and valuable contributors 

within their learning communities in ways that deeply impacted their learning.  In Study 2, 

students reported that, by the end of the year, they now knew not only “what to do,” but “how to 

do it,” and they alluded to how a primary reason for their growth as writers was that they had 

been positioned as agentic and capable actors who could learn the norms of participation for their 

ELA writing community.  This was also true in Study 3 when Mrs.Cruz used the cognitive 

strategies to demystify the abstract acts of “interpreting” and “analyzing” a text, and leveled the 

playing field for her students.   To accomplish this, emphasized that literacy in her class was 

about more than decoding and surface level understanding and that native English speakers were 
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not the only ones who could become readers and writers (Kwok et al., 2016); instead, this was an 

identity all students could develop.  In doing so, Mrs. Cruz positioned all of her students as 

capable learners and agentic actors. 

 Being positioned as an agentic actor within a community of practice was also critical to 

the learning of teachers.  In the first stage of emerging reform ownership, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. 

Keyes were positioned as contributing members to their learning community when they helped 

to develop a mutual objective for their work with the Pathway Project developers and, during the 

second stage of developing reform ownership, they again actively contributed to their 

community as Pathway Project facilitators sought teachers’ input in planning and goal-setting for 

the following year’s reform efforts.  In the third stage of deepening reform ownership, both Mrs. 

Cruz and Mrs. Keyes took advantage of opportunities to adapt and create curricular innovations 

based on the Pathway Project materials.  Mrs. Cruz applied the “making thinking visible” 

approach to help her students engage in science content and Mrs. Keyes designed an independent 

reading log to support students’ purposeful practice with the cognitive strategies.  Thus, teachers 

were positioned within the PD not as passive recipients of content but as knowledgeable 

professionals who could advance the practice of other practitioners. 

Lesson #4:  A Stage Approach to Learning 

 Finally, all three studies suggest that a stage approach may be useful for conceptualizing 

the writing development of students in a classroom, as well as the learning of teachers in PD.  In 

Studies 2 and 3, both Leo and his classmates moved from knowledge-telling to knowledge-

transformation as they developed the declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge needed 

to participate as legitimate members of their writing communities.   Instructional methods that 

cultivated developing writers’ declarative and procedural knowledge, such as teaching what a 
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theme statement was or how to deconstruct a writing prompt, were frequently reported by 

students as contributing to their writing growth. Also, in their performance on the post-test, 

students demonstrated application of their declarative and procedural knowledge as they applied 

certain procedures such as writing an introduction with a hook, TAG, and claim, or integrating 

quotations with an introductory phrase and quotation marks.  However, in applying this 

knowledge, students’ writing was sometimes mechanical, they still struggled to write developed 

commentary, and they didn’t always engage in reader-based prose.  Taken together, this indicates 

that they were still in the process of developing conditional knowledge. Also, while Leo and the 

students in Studies 2 and 3 described a number of supports that cultivated their declarative and 

procedural knowledge, there was a notable absence in their reporting of strategies that helped 

them to foster conditional knowledge.   

 This stage approach to learning was also emphasized in the cases of Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. 

Keyes.  In the first stages in the cultivation of reform ownership, Mrs. Cruz and Mrs. Keyes 

tended to adopt, rather than adapt and innovate, the strategies and materials from the Pathway 

Project PD.  Like the students’ somewhat routine application of the strategies they had learned 

on the post-test, the two teachers also engaged in a somewhat mechanical enactment of 

Pathway’s instructional approach and their actions mirrored those of the Pathway Project 

facilitators.  It took time and experience using the strategies and materials themselves before 

teachers felt comfortable adapting and creating innovations based on what they had learned and 

applying them to new contexts and in new ways.  This would suggest that, like their students’ 

writing development, teachers’ development of pedagogical knowledge and expertise could best 

be described as a stage process in which they had to gain the declarative and procedural 

knowledge of what Pathway’s instructional strategies and materials were and how to enact them 
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before they could move towards developing the conditional knowledge needed to adapt and 

innovate these resources in ways that would best serve their students. 

Contributions, Limitations, Future Research 

 This dissertation provides a multidimensional picture of how the Pathway Project shapes 

teacher practice and how, this, in turn, impacts the writing development and writing achievement 

of the students they teach.  Although the defining characteristic of the program is its cognitive 

strategies approach to reading and writing, my three studies demonstrate that there are numerous 

other characteristics of the program that contribute to its success.  In addition, this dissertation 

points to four key lessons that can be learned to inform future research, PD, and teacher practice: 

1.  A “making thinking visible” approach is a potentially effective and equitable method  
     for apprenticing all learners (both students in the classroom, as well as teachers in PD)  
     into the valued practices of a community. 
2.  Receiving positive feedback and allowing time for reflecting on one’s own learning  
     can build a sense of self-efficacy.  
3.  Meaningful instruction happens when learners are positioned as agentic actors in a  
     community of practice. 
4.  A stage approach may be useful for conceptualizing the writing development of 
     students in a classroom, as well as teachers in PD. 

 

Together, these lessons should be applicable to other PD programs and inform PD developers, 

PD facilitators, researchers, and teacher practitioners. 

 In addition, this study is limited in that it is a case study that centered on a single PD 

program, in a single school, and that focused on a single genre of writing, over a period of one to 

two years.  The results of the studies are necessarily shaped by the context, the culture, and the 

personal histories of participants.   Yet, these limitations can also be generative in that they direct 

our attention to the areas in which future research is needed.  For example, although a “making 

thinking visible” approach seems to help apprentice all learners into the valued practices of a 

community, an area for future research is whether or not there are participants for whom this 
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approach does not work as well.  Similarly, while a stage approach may be useful for 

conceptualizing the writing development of students in a classroom, a clear limitation of any 

cognitive theory of development is that it tends to ignore the role of context in bringing about 

that development.  Thus, future research could explore different cases of writing development 

and, through a comparison of these cases, unpack the unique features within each context that 

help to construct each writer’s development.   Finally, since this study only follows students 

across the time period of a single year, a longitudinal analysis of students’ writing development 

is needed to investigate how the development of students’ writing plays out over time. 

Concluding Thoughts 

 The three studies included in this dissertation point to the complexity of the Pathway 

Project program and illuminate how and why the Pathway Project has had a history of success 

across a range of contexts.  Clearly, the cognitive strategies approach is only one element, albeit 

a critical element, that contributes to the efficacy of the program.  Equally important is that the 

Pathway Project is grounded in the belief that meaningful instruction happens when both 

teachers and students are positioned as agentic actors within their learning communities. 

Teachers’ practice and students’ writing develops through “making thinking visible,” giving time 

to reflect on one’s own learning, and using a stage approach to apprentice learners into the 

valued practices of their classroom and PD communities.  Together, these elements shape a 

program that has much to teach us about how we can provide improved and more equitable 

learning opportunities for all students, including those of diverse backgrounds, and the teachers 

who teach them. 
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Appendix A 
 

Pathway	Project	Case	Study	
	

Semi-Structured	Interview	Protocol	(Students)	
	

1. 	In	what	ways	has	your	view	of	yourself	as	a	writer	changed	since	the	beginning	of	
the	year?	

			
2. What	do	you	feel	most	confident	about	in	writing?		What	are	you	most	proud	of	

accomplishing	this	year	as	a	writer?	
	
	

3. What	do	you	think	you	do	well	as	a	writer	now?		What	are	your	strengths?	
	

4. Looking	back	at	your	post-test,	can	you	recall	what	challenges	you	encountered	in	
writing	this	essay?		What	did	you	struggle	with?	

	
5. Can	you	describe	to	me	your	thought	process	in	composing	the	post-test?		Is	there	

anything	you	did	then	that	you	would	do	differently	now?	
	

6. What	strategies	did	you	learn	and	use	in	writing	your	essay	(and	where/when	did	
you	first	learn	these	strategies)?		Are	there	any	new	strategies	you’ve	learned	since	
then	that	you	might	you	use	if	you	were	writing	this	essay	today?	

	
7. What	did	the	teacher	do	over	the	course	of	the	year	that	you	feel	was	most	helpful	to	

you	developing	as	a	writer?		How	does	this	compare	to	the	teaching	methods	you	
experienced	last	year?	

	
8. In	what	areas	do	you	think	your	writing	still	has	the	most	room	for	improvement?	
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Appendix B 

Scoring Guide for “Sometimes, the Earth is Cruel”  
	
Note:		Papers	at	all	levels	of	achievement	described	below	will	contain	some	or	all	of	the	
characteristics	listed	as	criteria	for	each	particular	score.	
	
	
6	 Exceptional	Achievement	
	 • Writer introduces the subject, giving enough background for the reader to 

follow the interpretation he/she offers in response to the prompt.	
	 • Overall, writer presents an especially thoughtful theme statement which 

expresses the author’s main point, lesson, or message.  

	 • Writer clearly and carefully addresses all parts of the writing task: 
	 • Writer clearly discusses the author’s description of the Haitian people’s 

actions after the earthquake. 
  

	 •   Writer thoughtfully analyzes the language Pitts uses to describe nature 
and the relationship between either the Haitian people and nature 
(including similes, metaphors, symbols, personification, or other 
figurative language). 

 
	 • Writer thoughtfully discusses Pitts’ response to the way the Haitian people 

respond to their tragedy. 
  

	 • Writer thoughtfully discusses the author’s purpose in writing his article, 
restating his message, and explaining why that message is especially 
significant. 

 
	 • Writer skillfully weaves numerous references from the text into the paper to 

support his/her ideas. 
	 • Writer interprets well and brings the paper to a logical conclusion. 
	 • Writer uses precise, apt, or descriptive language and sentence variety. 
	 • Paper has few errors in the conventions of written English. 

 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

Note:  The writer does not need to discuss these issues in a specific order to receive a high score as 
long as he/she addresses all parts of the prompt. 
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5	 Commendable	Achievement	
	 • Writer introduces the subject, giving some background for the reader to 

follow the interpretation he/she offers in response to the prompt.	
	 • Overall, writer presents a thoughtful theme statement which expresses the 

author’s main point, lesson, or message. 
	 • Writer addresses all parts of the writing task to some extent: 

 
	 •  Writer discusses the author’s description of the Haitian people’s actions 

after the earthquake. 
 

	 • Writer analyzes the language Pitts uses to describe nature and the 
relationship between either the Haitian people and nature (including 
similes, metaphors, symbols, personification, or other figurative language). 
 

	 • Writer discusses Pitts’ response to the way the Haitian people respond to 
their tragedy. 
 

	 • Writer discusses the author’s purpose in writing his article, restating his 
message, and explaining why that message is especially significant. 
 

	 • Writer weaves several references from the text into the paper to support 
his/her ideas; 

 
	 • Writer interprets reasonably well and brings the paper to a logical 

conclusion; 
 

	 • Writer uses some precise, apt, or descriptive language and sentence variety 
 

	
	
	
4	 Adequate	Achievement	
	 • Writer orients the reader adequately by giving at least some introductory 

context. 	
	 • Writer may begin unsteadily but reaches a focus or point. 
	 • Overall, writer presents an adequate theme statement which expresses the 

author’s main point, lesson, or message.  This statement may not be in the 
introduction. 

 
	 • Writer addresses most parts of the writing task (at least 3 of the 4 tasks): 

 
	 • Writer adequately discusses the author’s description of the Haitian 

people’s actions after the earthquake.  
	 • Writer adequately discusses but may not analyze the language Pitts uses to 

describe nature and the relationship between either the Haitian people and 
nature (including similes, metaphors, symbols, personification, or other 
figurative language). The writer may only briefly refer to the language, 
discuss only one example, or quote the language without really analyzing 
it. 

 
	 • Writer provides an adequate discussion of Pitt’s or Rosenblatt’s response 

to the way the Haitian people respond to their tragedy. 
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	 • Writer discusses the author’s purpose but may not thoroughly discuss why 

that message is especially significant. 
 

	 • Writer weaves some references from the text into the paper to support 
his/her ideas. 

	 • Writer interprets in less depth than a 5 paper.  While the paper has a 
conclusion, the development of the paper toward that conclusion may be less 
logically organized. 

	 • Paper has less apt, precise or descriptive language than a 5 or 6 paper and 
little sentence variety. 

	 • Paper has some errors in the conventions of written English, but none that 
interfere with the message. 

	
	
3	 Some	Evidence	Achievement	
	 • Writer introduces the topic perfunctorily or simply dives in--answering the 

questions without developing a clear introduction. 	
	 • Overall, writer’s essay may not include a theme statement; the essay may be 

superficial or rely on the retelling of events; or a one sentence theme 
statement may be tacked on at the end. 

	 • Writer responds to some but not all of the writing tasks in the prompt: 
	  

• Writer briefly summarizes but does not clearly describe how the Haitian 
people or the respond to the tragedy. 

 
	 • Writer summarizes but does not discuss in any depth how the author uses 

language to portray the relationship between the Haitian people and 
nature.  Writer may not identify uses of figurative language. 

 
	 • Writer may fail to discuss Pitt’s response to how the Haitian people deal 

with the tragedy. 
 

	 • Writer may fail to discuss author’s purpose or may fail to discuss why that 
message is especially significant. 

 
	 • Writer uses few, if any, references from the text into the paper to support 

his/her ideas. 
	 • Writer may have limited facility with descriptive language and write simple 

sentences (i.e. no sentence variety). 
	 • Writer seems to lack skill in presenting his/her own ideas and may fall back 

on plot summary.  The writer’s conclusion may be slightly off-base or 
inadequately developed. 

	 • Paper may have errors in the conventions of written English, some of which 
interfere with the reader’s comprehension. 

	
	
	
	
2	 Little	Evidence	of	Achievement	
	 • Writer provides no introduction or it is brief and unfocused. 
	 • Writer does not seem to understand what a theme is and simply retells what 
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happened. 
	 • Writer may fail to discuss how the author describes the actions of the Haitian 

people. 
	 • Writer may not understand how the author is using language to portray man 

versus nature. 
	 • Writer may focus solely on what happened and not to the author’s response to 

how people deal with tragedy. 
	 • Writer may not understand the author’s purpose in writing the article or why 

the theme is significant. 
	 • Writer talks in generalities and fails to provide specific references to the text. 
	 • Conclusion may be abrupt or missing. 
	 • Writer has extremely limited facility with language and little command of 

sentence structure. 
	 • Paper has many errors in the conventions of written English, many of which 

interfere with the writer's message. 
	
	
	
1	 Minimal Evidence of Achievement 
	 • Context/introduction is missing, abrupt or confusing. 
	 • Writer merely retells the story briefly and does not address the prompt. 
	 • Writer misreads or has a very limited understanding of the article. 
	 • Writer has very poor command of how to construct an essay. 
	 • Paper has so many errors in the conventions of written English that the writer's 

meaning is obscured.  
	 • Writer may also just copy down chunks of text that are taken directly from the 

article. 

	

 




