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Welcome to the 2010 edition of Write On! As we complete
the fourth year of the study, I again want to say THANK
YOU! We are so appreciative of the continued support of
Stephen Hooper, Ph.D.
our dedicated families and school personnel, and
Principal Investigator
especially the students who have been so willing to help
us learn about how children develop writing skills.
An important part of this project was to look at the impact of an evidencebased writing program on the development of written expression in children
at-risk for writing problems. In this issue, we would like to focus on writing
development and how it relates to the tasks chosen for the intervention. The
writing program, Process Assessment of the Learner (Berninger and Abbott,
2003), was the foundation for the Writing Club, a 24-week writing program
implemented in years 2, 3 and 4 of the study with a randomly-chosen group of
boys and girls participating in the study. The lessons were approximately 2025 minutes in length and covered a number of basic writing skills and strategies, such as learning to connect a sound with a letter(s) and applying these
connections to spelling and composition, in an effort to increase the automatic
nature of written production. These lessons were designed to be a supplement
to, rather than an alternative to, the regular classroom writing instruction. All
of these lessons were taught in small groups and by interventionists trained in
using the PAL Lesson Plans. We know it wasn’t always easy, but we truly
appreciate the support of the principals and teachers in scheduling the Writing
Club.
In the early elementary school years, a number of factors may hold back writing development. One of those factors is the development of handwriting
(graphomotor) skills for forming letters. Berninger and colleagues (1992)
studied the skills “beginning writers bring to the task of learning to write.”
They referred to these skills as lower-level developmental skills that are important in the early stages of learning to write, such as orthographic coding.
In addition to phonology (i.e., understanding the sound-symbol association),
orthographic coding refers to the ability to store a word in memory and then
retrieve from memory the whole word or a letter/letter combinations in the
word. Children with orthographic coding problems often may forget what a
Continued on page 4
word or letter looks like, and they may form
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Dear Parents, Teachers, and Students,
This has been an exciting year, and it has been such a pleasure working with you! We’ve enjoyed watching the students grow in the
three or four years that they have been in the study. Here are some highlights from this school year.
This fall, we completed the third assessment of the students who enrolled in the fall of 2007. There
are 99 students in this group, representing all seven elementary schools in Orange County. Some of
the students now have moved too far away for us to continue to follow, but we have had the pleasure
of visiting a number of elementary schools in Alamance, Wake, Durham, and Person counties. We
have been scoring the assessment measures this spring, and summaries will be sent beginning in May. The third grade intervention
also began in the fall. Thirty–one third grade students participated in 24 writing lessons over a twelve-week period.
This spring, we are completing the fourth yearly assessment of the students who joined the study in
the first year (2006). Eighty-eight fourth grade students are in this group. Again, some students have
moved and are too far away to follow, but we have enjoyed visiting all of the elementary schools in
Orange County and schools in most of the neighboring counties. The summaries will be sent out in
summer. This spring, in addition to the assessments, 24 fourth grade students participated in the writing intervention. Most of the
groups will be completing the 24 lessons by the middle of May.
Thank you for your support. As always, please don’t hesitate to contact me, if you have any questions!
Regards, Kathleen.

Kylee Miller—School Psychology Graduate Student
Born and raised in Portland,
Oregon, Kylee Miller moved to
Colorado and received a
bachelor’s degree in Psychology and Italian from the University of Denver in 2003. She
is currently finishing her second year in the doctoral program in School Psychology at
UNC Chapel Hill.
Kylee enjoyed her work at
Central and New Hope
Elementary Schools

Her research interests include
child development, executive

function, obesity, and international education policy. She is
currently working on a project
regarding executive dysfunctions
and services provided in the
Portuguese education system,
as well as assisting with an obesity study on children with ADHD
at Duke University.
When not busy with school work,
Kylee likes to cook, eat, play
outside, and relax with friends.

IES Conference Scheduled for June 28-30, 2010
Each year the Principal Investigator , Stephen Hooper, and members of the project staff attend the annual
Department of Education Institute of Education Sciences (IES) meeting. The IES is the funding source for the
Writing Project, and the annual meeting provides an opportunity for the team to present findings from the study and
to view work completed by other researchers throughout the country. This year, Dr. Hooper will present findings on
the effects of the writing intervention. A preview of the findings is included here.
Response-to-intervention was examined in a group of second grade students at-risk for writing problems. In a randomized controlled trial, 205 students were studied at grades 1, 2 and 3, with a focus on changes in writing trajectories following an evidence-based intervention during the spring of second grade. The students were selected from a single
suburban-rural school system and identified as being at-risk (n = 138) or not at-risk (67) for writing problems, with approximately half of the students in the at-risk group randomly chosen for the writing intervention (n= 68 students).
IES Conference Continued on the Next Page
All students participated in the regular classroom curriculum.
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International Neuropsychological Society Meeting
One of our doctoral students in School Psychology, Rachel Kitson, traveled to Acapulco, Mexico in
February of this year to present a paper from the Writing Skills Development Project at The International Neuropsychological Society Annual Meeting. This paper examined the co-occurrence of reading
problems in children with writing disorders, and explored the differences in the neuropsychological
abilities of these different groups of children.
Participants included 200 second grade students from a single, suburban-rural school district as part of
a larger study examining the development of written language. Using the WIAT-II to measure reading
and writing skills, the participants were divided into 3 groups: Writing Problems-Only (n = 42), Writing-Reading Problems (n = 34), and No Writing or Writing-Reading Problems (n = 124). Neuropsychological measures were selected based on the cognitive contributions to both writing and reading
and included tasks assessing fine-motor, language, short-term memory, long-term memory, working
memory, and attention/executive functions. Findings revealed a co-occurrence of approximately 45%
of reading problems in the presence of a written language problem. Significant group differences for
each of the neuropsychological domains also were noted, with the Writing-Reading Problem Group
having the most impairment. These findings highlight both the significant overlap between reading
and writing problems in young elementary school children, but they also indicate that writing disorders
can occur independently of a significant reading problem and likely will require specific interventions
dedicated to the development of their written language skills.

If you did not receive the assessment summary last year
or if you have questions about the study
Please feel free to call or email

Kathleen
919-966-4844 /kathleen.anderson@cdl.unc.edu

IES Conference Continued from page 2
The writing intervention comprised Lesson Sets 4 and 7 from the Process Assessment of the Learner (PAL) and was
conducted in small groups (3-6 students) twice a week over the course of 12 weeks. The WIAT-II Written Expression
and specific curriculum-based writing outcomes were used to measure outcomes. Results indicated modest support of
the PAL lesson plans. The overall rate of growth in writing skills was accelerated following the intervention for the
intervention group, when compared to the students in the at-risk group not receiving the intervention and the students in the not-at-risk group. Positive growth was noted in writing mechanics, vocabulary usage, organization, and
overall quality of written product over the course of the writing intervention. While selected cognitive variables and
reading were not significant in affecting the rate of growth, the effects of language and attention/executive functions
did approach significance. These finding suggest the need for ongoing exploration of evidence-based treatments in
writing and support further examination of possible cognitive moderators to effective intervention in written language.
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Rachel Kitson—School Psychology Graduate Student
Rachel grew up in Chapel Hill, NC, and attended Brown University for
her undergraduate studies. While at Brown she competed
competitively on the varsity indoor/outdoor track and cross country
teams and completed an honors thesis in social psychology examining
adolescent drug use and a concept called "mattering". She
Rachel enjoyed working
graduated with an Honors BA in Sociology.
with the students at New
Hope Elementary

After graduation, she moved to Manhattan. Rachel lived there
for two-and-a-half years, working at an employee-rights law firm
and checking out life in the big city. In 2005, she returned to Chapel Hill to
pursue a PhD in School Psychology, which also happens to be her father's profession.
Rachel was awarded an assistantship position at the CDL in 2009 and became very
interested in the Writing Project.
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the same letter or write the same word in different ways. These children
will have difficulties writing automatically because they sometimes have
to stop mid-word to remember how the next letter is formed.
Closely related to orthographic skills are visual-perceptual skills. Visualperceptual skills help a child interpret information about letters (e.g., upper or lower case letters), to tell letters apart, and to decide if a letter is
written correctly. A child may have problems discriminating between letters, such as between “b” and “d”, or there may be difficulties knowing
when a letter is not written correctly, such as being unaware that the letter
“o” is not completely closed and may look like another letter. Taken together, these difficulties may hinder the fluency of a child’s writing.
Also important in writing skill development are language abilities, such as
vocabulary skills, and the evolving working memory system. This latter
system comprises very short-term memory where information is manipulated for immediate use. Working memory abilities have been found to be
extremely important to the quality of written output.
By the middle of elementary school, many (but not all!) children will have
sufficient transcription skills; that is, they will have basic handwriting and
spelling skills. Their writing skills will continue to progress with increased emphasis on generating text, such as, writing stories or answering
questions in social studies, with attention to planning and organizing the
text. Specific instruction in various aspects of discourse (content, organization, clarity, etc.) as well as planning and reviewing/revising also will
be important as students age into the middle elementary school years.
These increasingly important “self-regulated” strategies are critical for the
ongoing development of written expression, and we hope to examine the
benefits of these types of interventions in our next project.

