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FOREWORD
Around the world, from the cave paintings in Lascaux, France, which may be 25,000 years old, to the
images left behind by the lost Pueblo cultures of the American Southwest, to the ancient aboriginal art
of Australia, the most common pictograph found in rock paintings is the human hand. Coupled with
pictures of animals, with human forms, with a starry night sky or other images that today, we can only
identify as abstract, we look at these men’s and women’s hands, along with smaller prints that perhaps
belong to children, and cannot help but be deeply moved by the urge of our ancestors to leave some
permanent imprint of themselves behind.
Clearly, the instinct for human beings to express their feelings, their thoughts, and their experiences in
some lasting form has been with us for a very long time. This urge eventually manifested itself in the
creation of the first alphabet, which many attribute to the Phoenicians. When people also began to
recognize the concept of time, their desire to express themselves became intertwined with the sense of
wanting to leave behind a legacy, a message about who they were, what they had done and seen, and
even what they believed in. Whether inscribed on rock, carved in cuneiform, painted in hieroglyphics,
or written with the aid of the alphabet, the instinct to write down everything from mundane
commercial transactions to routine daily occurrences to the most transcendent ideas—and then to
have others read them, as well as to read what others have written—is not simply a way of transferring
information from one person to another, one generation to the next. It is a process of learning and
hence, of education.
Ariel and Will Durant were right when they said, “Education is the transmission of civilization.” Putting
our current challenges into historical context, it is obvious that if today’s youngsters cannot read with
understanding, think about and analyze what they’ve read, and then write clearly and effectively about
what they’ve learned and what they think, then they may never be able to do justice to their talents and
their potential. (In that regard, the etymology of the word education, which is “to draw out and draw
forth”—from oneself, for example—is certainly evocative.) Indeed, young people who do not have the
ability to transform thoughts, experiences, and ideas into written words are in danger of losing touch
with the joy of inquiry, the sense of intellectual curiosity, and the inestimable satisfaction of acquiring
wisdom that are the touchstones of humanity. What that means for all of us is that the essential
educative transmissions that have been passed along century after century, generation after generation,
are in danger of fading away, or even falling silent.
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In a recent report, the National Commission on Writing also addresses this concern. They say, “If
students are to make knowledge their own, they must struggle with the details, wrestle with the facts,
and rework raw information and dimly understood concepts into language they can communicate to
someone else. In short, if students are to learn, they must write.”
It is in this connection that I am pleased to introduce Writing to Read, which builds on Writing
Next by providing evidence for how writing can improve reading. As both reports warn, American
students today are not meeting even basic literacy standards and their teachers are often at a loss for
how to help them. In an age overwhelmed by information (we are told, for example, that all available
information doubles every two to three years), we should view this as a crisis, because the ability to
read, comprehend, and write—in other words, to organize information into knowledge—can be viewed
as tantamount to a survival skill. Why? Because in the decades ahead, Americans face yet another
challenge: how to keep our democracy and our society from being divided not only between rich and
poor, but also between those who have access to information and knowledge, and thus, to power—the
power of enlightenment, the power of self-improvement and self-assertion, the power to achieve
upward mobility, and the power over their own lives and their families’ ability to thrive and succeed—
and those who do not.
Such an uncrossable divide will have devastating consequences for the future of America. Those who
enrich themselves by learning to read with understanding and write with skill and clarity do so not
only for themselves and their families, but for our nation as well. They learn in order to preserve and
enhance the record of humanity, to be productive members of a larger community, to be good citizens
and good ancestors to those who will follow after them. In an age of globalization, where economies
sink or swim on their ability to mine and manage knowledge, as do both individual and national
security, we cannot afford to let this generation of ours and, indeed, any other, fall behind the learning
curve. Let me bring us back to where we began: for all of us, the handprint must remain firmly and
clearly on the wall.
Vartan Gregorian
President, Carnegie Corporation of New York
*Note: This text originally appeared as the forward to Writing Next, and is reprinted here with minor changes.
Our deep thanks to Vartan Gregorian for permitting us to reprint it.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Challenge
Although some progress has been made in improving the literacy achievement of students in American
schools during the last twenty years (Lee, Grigg, and Donahue, 2007; Salahu-Din, Persky, and Miller,
2008), the majority of students still do not read or write well enough to meet grade-level demands.
Poor literacy skills play a role in why many of these students do not complete high school. Among
those who do graduate, many will not be ready for college or a career where reading and writing are
required. These young people will find themselves at a serious disadvantage in successfully pursuing
some form of higher education, securing a job that pays a living wage, or participating in social and
civic activities.
The financial and social costs of poor literacy have been well documented (Greene, 2000). The
consequences of poor reading and writing skills not only threaten the well-being of individual
Americans, but the country as a whole. Globalization and technological advances have changed the
nature of the workplace. Reading and writing are now essential skills in most white- and blue-collar
jobs. Ensuring that adolescents become skilled readers and writers is not merely an option for America,
it is an absolute necessity.

The Approach
During this decade there have been numerous efforts to identify instructional practices that improve
adolescents’ literacy skills, such as Reading Next (Biancarosa and Snow, 2004), which drew a set of fifteen
instructional recommendations for an effective adolescent literacy program based on the professional
knowledge and research of nationally known and respected literacy researchers. Such efforts also
include systematic reviews of high-quality research to identify effective instructional practices for
improving the comprehension of struggling adolescent readers (Scammacca et al., 2007), as well as
similar analyses to identify effective practices for improving adolescent students’ writing (Graham and
Perin, 2007a; Rogers and Graham, 2008).
Despite these efforts, educators and policymakers need additional evidence-based practices for
improving the literacy skills of students in American schools.
159
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One often-overlooked tool for improving students’ reading, as well as their learning from text, is
writing. Writing has the theoretical potential for enhancing reading in three ways. First, reading and
writing are both functional activities that can be combined to accomplish specific goals, such as
learning new ideas presented in a text (Fitzgerald and Shanahan, 2000). For instance, writing about
information in a science text should facilitate comprehension and learning, as it provides the reader
with a means for recording, connecting, analyzing, personalizing, and manipulating key ideas from the
text. Second, reading and writing are connected, as they draw upon common knowledge and cognitive
processes (Shanahan, 2006). Consequently, improving students’ writing skills should result in improved
reading skills. Third, reading and writing are both communication activities, and writers should gain
insight about reading by creating their own texts (Tierney and Shanahan, 1991), leading to better
comprehension of texts produced by others.
This report provides evidence answering the following three questions:
1. Does writing about material students read enhance their reading comprehension?
2. Does teaching writing strengthen students’ reading skills?
3. Does increasing how much students write improve how well they read?
Although writing is typically recommended as a part of a strong literacy program (e.g., Biancarosa and
Snow, 2004), and several important reviews have selectively examined the impact of writing on reading
(e.g., Applebee, 1984; Emig, 1977; Klein, 1999; Neville and Searls, 1991; Smith, 1988; Stotsky, 1982),
the special strength of this report is that it comprehensively summarizes high-quality research using
the powerful statistical method of meta-analysis. This technique allows researchers to determine the
consistency and strength of the effects of an instructional practice, and to highlight practices holding
the most promise.
Writing Next presented the results of a large-scale statistical review of research on the effects of specific
types of writing interventions, and identified specific teaching techniques for improving the quality of
adolescent students’ writing. Writing to Read draws on the same type of statistical review of the research
to highlight writing techniques shown to enhance students’ reading.
To be successful, students today need strong literacy skills, and also need to be able to use these skills as
tools for ongoing learning. This report builds on Writing Next by identifying writing practices found to
be effective in helping students increase their reading skills and comprehension. We hope that besides
providing classroom teachers with research-supported information about how writing can improve
reading, our data will stimulate discussion and action at the policy and research levels, leading to the
greater use of writing as a tool for enhancing reading and a greater emphasis on the teaching of writing
in our nation’s schools.
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The Recommendations
Writing Practices That Enhance Students’ Reading
This report identifies a cluster of closely related instructional practices shown to be effective in
improving students’ reading. We have grouped these practices within three core recommendations, here
listed in order of the strength of their supporting evidence.
I.

HAVE STUDENTS WRITE ABOUT THE TEXTS THEY READ. Students’ comprehension of science,
social studies, and language arts texts is improved when they write about what they read,
specifically when they
U Respond to a Text in Writing (Writing Personal Reactions, Analyzing and Interpreting the Text)
U Write Summaries of a Text
U Write Notes About a Text
U Answer Questions About a Text in Writing, or Create and Answer Written
Questions About a Text

II. TEACH STUDENTS THE WRITING SKILLS AND PROCESSES THAT GO INTO CREATING TEXT.
Students’ reading skills and comprehension are improved by learning the skills and processes
that go into creating text, specifically when teachers
U Teach the Process of Writing, Text Structures for Writing, Paragraph or Sentence Construction
Skills (Improves Reading Comprehension)
U Teach Spelling and Sentence Construction Skills (Improves Reading Fluency)
U Teach Spelling Skills (Improves Word Reading Skills)

III. INCREASE HOW MUCH STUDENTS WRITE. Students’ reading comprehension is improved by
having them increase how often they produce their own texts.
Writing to Read does not identify all the ways that writing can enhance reading, any more than Writing
Next identified all of the possible ways to improve students’ writing. However, all of the Writing to Read
instructional recommendations have shown clear results for improving students’ reading.
Nonetheless, even when used together these practices do not constitute a full curriculum. The writing
practices described in this report should be used by educators in a flexible and thoughtful way to
support students’ learning.
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The evidence is clear: writing can be a vehicle for improving reading. In particular, having students
write about a text they are reading enhances how well they comprehend it. The same result occurs
when students write about a text from different content areas, such as science and social studies.
This result is consistent with the finding from Writing Next that writing about science, math, and other
types of information promotes students’ learning of the material. In addition, teaching writing not only
improves how well students write, as demonstrated in Writing Next; it also enhances students’ ability
to read a text accurately, fluently, and with comprehension. Finally, having students spend more time
writing has a positive impact on reading, increasing how well students comprehend texts written by
others. Taken together, these findings from Writing to Read and Writing Next highlight the power of
writing as a tool for improving both reading and content learning.
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INTRODUCTION
Literacy Is Critical to Success in the Twenty-first Century
Past generations of Americans with only a high school education were able to find jobs that paid
a living wage without difficulty (Berman, 2009). Today, such jobs are becoming increasingly rare.
Technological innovations, globalization, and changes in the workplace have increased the need for
young people to obtain some form of higher education, whether it is in a two- or four-year college
or involves technical or career coursework. Somewhere between one half to two thirds of new jobs in
the future will require a college education and higher-level literacy skills (Carnevale and Derochers,
2004; Kirsch, Braun,Yamamoto, and Sum, 2007). The largest projected area for job growth is the service
industry, with 20.5 million new jobs added to the economy during this decade (Berman, 2001). Highlevel literacy skills are almost a universal requirement for employees in this industry, as in professions
such as finance, insurance, real estate, construction, and manufacturing. For example, almost 70 percent
of salaried employees in these industries use writing as part of their jobs (National Commission on
Writing, 2004). Over 90
percent of white-collar workers
and 80 percent of blue-collar
workers indicate that writing
skill is important to job success
(National Commission on

CAUSE FOR CONCERN
UÊ ÀÌÞÊ«iÀViÌÊvÊ } ÊÃV Ê}À>`Õ>ÌiÃÊ>VÊÌ iÊÌiÀ>VÞÊÃÃÊ
i«ÞiÀÃÊÃiiÊ >Ì>ÊÛiÀÀÃÊÃÃV>Ì]ÊÓääx®°
UÊ >VÊvÊL>ÃVÊÃÃÊVÃÌÃÊÕÛiÀÃÌiÃÊ>`ÊLÕÃiÃÃiÃÊ>ÃÊÕV Ê
>ÃÊf£ÈÊLÊ>Õ>ÞÊÀiii]ÊÓäää®°

Writing, 2006).

UÊ *ÀÊÜÀÌ}ÊÃÃÊVÃÌÊLÕÃiÃÃiÃÊfÎ°£ÊLÊ>Õ>ÞÊ
 >Ì>Ê ÃÃÊÊ7ÀÌ}]ÊÓää{®°

The growing demand for higher

UÊ "ÞÊiÊÕÌÊvÊÌ ÀiiÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÃÊ>Ê«ÀwViÌÊÀi>`iÀÊii]ÊÀ}}]Ê
>`Ê > Õi]ÊÓääÇ®°

levels of education and literacy
skills places new pressures on
American schools. High schools
must do more than graduate
students: they must also prepare
students for higher education
and satisfying employment
(Gewertz, 2009).

UÊ "ÞÊiÊÕÌÊvÊvÕÀÊÌÜivÌ }À>`iÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÃÊ>Ê«ÀwViÌÊÜÀÌiÀÊ
->> Õ ]Ê*iÀÃÞ]Ê>`ÊiÀ]ÊÓään®°
UÊ "iÊÕÌÊvÊiÛiÀÞÊwÛiÊVi}iÊvÀiÃ >ÊÕÃÌÊÌ>iÊ>ÊÀii`>Ê
Ài>`}ÊVÕÀÃiÊ-, ]ÊÓääÈ®°
UÊ

i>ÀÞÊiÊÌ À`ÊvÊ } ÊÃV Ê}À>`Õ>ÌiÃÊ>ÀiÊÌÊÀi>`ÞÊvÀÊ
Vi}iiÛiÊ }Ã ÊV«ÃÌÊVÕÀÃiÃÊ /]ÊÓääx®°

UÊ / ÀiiÊÕÌÊvÊÌiÊ } ÊÃV ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ`ÊÌÊ}À>`Õ>ÌiÊÊÌiÊ
iÜiÀÌâ]ÊÓää®°
UÊ "ÛiÀÊ >vÊvÊ>`ÕÌÃÊÃVÀ}Ê>ÌÊÌ iÊÜiÃÌÊÌiÀ>VÞÊiÛiÃÊ>ÀiÊ
`À«ÕÌÃÊ >Ì>Ê iÌiÀÊvÀÊ `ÕV>Ì>Ê-Ì>ÌÃÌVÃ]ÊÓääx®°
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Yet right now our high schools are not doing nearly enough to prepare young people for the future.
Only seven in ten American students graduate from high school in four years (Gewertz, 2009). Many
adolescents drop out of school because of poor literacy skills. It is unlikely that high school graduation
rates will rise, or that college- and career-readiness efforts will prove successful, unless our schools help
adolescents learn to read and write at a higher level.

Struggling Readers and Writers
According to findings from the 2007 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), only
33 percent of fourth-grade students and 31 percent of eighth-grade students perform at or above
the “proficient” level (defined as solid academic performance) in reading (Lee, Grigg, and Donahue,
2007). In contrast, 34 percent of fourth-grade students and 43 percent of eighth-grade students score
at the “basic” level, denoting only partial mastery of the literacy skills needed at their grade level. The
rest of the students (33 percent of fourth graders and 26 percent of eighth graders) scored below this
basic level.
As with reading, only a small percentage of students showed solid
academic performance in writing on the 2007 NAEP (Salahu-Din,
Persky, and Miller, 2008). Thirty-three percent of eighth-grade
students and 24 percent of twelfth-grade students performed at or
above the “proficient” level. This means that two thirds of eighth-

/ iÊÜi`}iÊ>`ÊÃÃÊ
ii`i`ÊvÀÊ } iÀÊi`ÕV>ÌÊ
>`ÊvÀÊi«ÞiÌÊ>ÀiÊÜÊ
VÃ`iÀi`ÊÌÊLiÊ`iÌV>Ê
 /]ÊÓääx®°

grade students and three quarters of twelfth-grade students score at
either the basic level or below in writing.
Problems acquiring needed literacy skills are heightened for students who do not speak English as their
first language, students who have a disability, or who are black, Hispanic, or Native American. Reading
and writing performance of these groups of students on the 2007 NAEP was significantly lower than
the literacy performance of students who were native English speakers, who did not have a disability,
or who were white, respectively. The results from the NAEP clearly demonstrate that large numbers of
adolescents need interventions to help them become better readers and writers.

8
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR USING WRITING
TO IMPROVE READING,
AS IDENTIFIED BY META-ANALYSIS
Writing is often recommended as a tool for improving reading. In Reading Next (Biancarosa and Snow,
2004), intensive writing was identified as a critical element of an effective adolescent literacy program.
Reading Next stated that writing instruction improves reading comprehension and that the teaching of
writing skills such as grammar and spelling reinforces reading skills. It is also believed that writing about
a text improves comprehension, as it helps students make connections between what they read, know,
understand, and think (Carr, 2002).
This report provides long-needed guidance for teachers and policymakers by identifying specific
writing practices that enhance students’ reading abilities. The special contribution of this report is that
it draws on empirical evidence in grades 1–12 in doing so. Its findings show that having students write
about texts they read, explicitly teaching writing skills and processes, and having students write more do
improve reading skills and comprehension.
We set out to collect, categorize,
and analyze experimental and
quasi-experimental data on the
effectiveness of writing practices
for improving students’ reading
skills and comprehension.
The empirical evidence from
this analysis resulted in the
identification of researchsupported writing practices for
improving students’ reading.
The method used, metaanalysis, provides a measure of

A TECHNICAL NOTE ON EXPERIMENTAL AND
QUASI-EXPERIMENTAL STUDIES
/ iÊLiiwÌÊvÊÕÃ}ÊiÝ«iÀiÌ>Ê>`ÊµÕ>ÃiÝ«iÀiÌ>ÊÌÞ«iÃÊ
vÊÃÌÕ`iÃÊvÀÊÕÀÊÀiÛiÜÊÃÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÞÊ>ÜÊvÀÊÃÌÀ}iÀÊviÀiViÃÊ
>LÕÌÊV>ÕÃi>`ivviVÌÊÀi>ÌÃ «ÃÊÌ >Ê`ÊÌ iÀÊÌÞ«iÃÊvÊ
ÃÌÕ`iÃ°ÊÊLÌ ]ÊV `ÀiÊÊ>ÊiÝ«iÀiÌ>Ê}ÀÕ«ÊÀiViÛiÊ>Ê
Ã«iVwVÊÌiÀÛiÌÊÀÊÌÀi>ÌiÌ®Ê>`ÊÌ iÀÊ«iÀvÀ>ViÊÃÊ
V«>Ài`ÊÌÊ>ÊVÌÀÊ}ÀÕ«ÊvÊV `ÀiÊÌ >ÌÊÀiViÛiÃÊ>Ê`vviÀiÌÊ
ÌÀi>ÌiÌÊÀÊÊÌÀi>ÌiÌ°Ê Ý«iÀiÌ>ÊÃÌÕ`iÃÊVÌÀÊvÀÊ
«ÀiiÝÃÌ}Ê`vviÀiViÃÊLiÌÜiiÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÊÌ iÊÌÜÊ}ÀÕ«ÃÊ
Ì ÀÕ} ÊÀ>`Ê>ÃÃ}iÌÊÌÊ>Ê}ÀÕ«]ÊÜ iÊµÕ>ÃiÝ«iÀiÌ>Ê
ÃÌÕ`iÃÊ`ÊÃÊÌ ÀÕ} ÊÌ iÀÊi>Ã°ÊÀÊÌ iÊVÕÀÀiÌÊ>>ÞÃÃ]ÊÜiÊ
ÞÊVÕ`i`ÊµÕ>ÃiÝ«iÀiÌ>ÊÃÌÕ`iÃÊÌ >ÌÊ>ÃÃiÃÃi`ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃ½Ê
Ài>`}Ê«iÀvÀ>ViÊ>ÌÊÌ iÊÃÌ>ÀÌÊvÊÌ iÊÃÌÕ`Þ]ÊÃÊÌ >ÌÊ«ÃÃLiÊ
«ÀiiÝÃÌ}Ê`vviÀiViÃÊLiÌÜiiÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÊi>V ÊV`ÌÊVÕ`Ê
LiÊVÌÀi`°

effectiveness using the effect size
statistic.

The Meta-Analysis
Meta-analysis is a statistical technique for integrating, summarizing, and interpreting sets of empirical
research that involve quantitative measures (Lipsey and Wilson, 2001). In this report, meta-analysis was
used to investigate the effectiveness of writing about text, the effectiveness of the teaching of writing,
and the effectiveness of having students write more.
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This is the first meta-analysis
examining the effects of
different writing practices on
students’ reading performance.
Previous meta-analyses focused
only on single practices, such
as the impact of sentence
combining on reading
comprehension (e.g., Neville
and Searls, 1991), aggregated
reading measures with other
types of outcome measures
(Bangert-Drowns, Hurley, and
Wilkinson, 2004), or did not
isolate the effect of the writing
practice (Moore and Readence,
1984). The findings in this
report are cumulative in that
they build on earlier reviews
examining the impact of writing
on reading (e.g., Applebee, 1984;
Emig, 1977; Graham and Perin,
2007a; Klein, 1999; Moore and
Readence, 1984; Neville and
Searls, 1991; NICHD, 2000;
Smith, 1988; Stotsky, 1982). All

A TECHNICAL NOTE ON META-ANALYSIS
What is a meta-analysis?
iÌ>>>ÞÃÃÊÃÊ>Ê«>ÀÌVÕ>ÀÞÊ«ÜiÀvÕÊÜ>ÞÊvÊÃÕ>Àâ}Ê
>À}iÊL`iÃÊvÊÀiÃi>ÀV ]Ê>ÃÊÌÊ>}}Ài}>ÌiÃÊVVi«ÌÕ>ÞÊÃ>ÀÊ
µÕ>ÌÌ>ÌÛiÊi>ÃÕÀiÃÊLÞÊV>VÕ>Ì}Ê>ÊivviVÌÊÃâiÊvÀÊi>V ÊÃÌÕ`Þ°Ê
/ iÊÃÌÀi}Ì ÊvÊiÌ>>>ÞÃÃÊÃÊÌ >ÌÊÌÊ>ÜÃÊVÃ`iÀ>ÌÊvÊ
LÌ ÊÌ iÊÃÌÀi}Ì Ê>`ÊÌ iÊVÃÃÌiVÞÊvÊ>ÊÌÀi>ÌiÌ½ÃÊivviVÌÃ°
What is an effect size?
ÊivviVÌÊÃâiÊÀi«ÀÌÃÊÌ iÊ>ÛiÀ>}iÊ`vviÀiViÊLiÌÜiiÊiÊÌÞ«iÊ
vÊÃÌÀÕVÌÊ>`Ê>ÊVÌÀÊV`Ì°ÊÌÊ`V>ÌiÃÊÌ iÊstrengthÊ
vÊÌ iÊivviVÌ°Ê/ iÊvÜ}Ê}Õ`iiÃÊ«ÀÛ`iÊ>ÊLiV >ÀÊvÀÊ
ÌiÀ«ÀiÌ}ÊÌ iÊ>}ÌÕ`iÊvÊ>ÊivviVÌ\
Ê ä°ÓäÊrÊsmallÊÀÊ`ÊivviVÌÊ
ä°xäÊrÊmediumÊÀÊ`iÀ>ÌiÊivviVÌÊ
ä°näÊrÊlargeÊÀÊÃÌÀ}ÊivviVÌ
ÊpositiveÊivviVÌÊÃâiÊi>ÃÊÌ iÊÜÀÌ}ÊÌÀi>ÌiÌÊ >`Ê>Ê«ÃÌÛiÊ
ivviVÌÊÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃ½ÊÀi>`}ÊÜ iÊV«>Ài`ÊÌÊÌ iÊVÌÀÊ
V`Ì°
ÊnegativeÊivviVÌÊÃâiÊi>ÃÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊVÌÀÊV`ÌÊ >`Ê>Ê
ÃÌÀ}iÀÊivviVÌÊÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃ½ÊÀi>`}ÊÌ >ÊÌ iÊÜÀÌ}ÊÌÀi>ÌiÌ°
Ì Õ} ÊÌ iÃiÊ}Õ`iiÃÊ>ÀiÊVÞÊ>VVi«Ìi`]ÊÌÊÃÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊ
ÌÊÌiÀ«ÀiÌÊ>ÊivviVÌÊÃâiÊÜÌ ÊÌ iÊVÌiÝÌÊvÊ>Ê}ÛiÊwi`°Ê
ÃiµÕiÌÞ]ÊÌ iÊw`}ÃÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊiÌ>>>ÞÃÃÊ>ÀiÊV«>Ài`Ê
ÌÊw`}ÃÊvÀÊÌ iÀÊiÌ>>>ÞÃiÃÊiÝ>}Ê`vviÀiÌÊÀi>`}Ê
ÌiÀÛiÌÃÊ°i°]Ê   ]ÊÓäääÆÊ,ÃiÃ iÊ>`ÊiÃÌiÀ]Ê£{ÆÊ
->Û]Ê iÕ}]ÊÀvv]Ê>`Ê>i]ÊÓään®°Ê-ÕV ÊV«>ÀÃÊLiÌÌiÀÊ
VÌiÝÌÕ>âiÃÊÌ iÊ«ÜiÀÊvÊÜÀÌ}Ê>ÃÊ>Êi>ÃÊvÊ«ÀÛ}Ê
Ài>`}Ê>V iÛiiÌ°
Ã]ÊÌÊÃÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊÌÊÀiiLiÀÊÌ >ÌÊ>Ê>À}iÊÕLiÀÊvÊv>VÌÀÃÊ
Ì >ÌÊyÕiViÊÞÕ}ÃÌiÀÃ½ÊÌiÀ>VÞÊÕÌViÃÊ>`ÊÌ iÊ`vwVÕÌÞÊ
vÊ«ÀÛ}ÊÀi>`}]ÊiÃ«iV>ÞÊvÀÊ`iÀÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃ]ÊÀi`iÀÊ>ÞÊ
Ã}wV>ÌÊivviVÌÊi>}vÕ°

pertinent studies from these
prior reviews were included, and
new studies were located through an extensive search of the literature (see Appendix A for details).
The recommendations from this review are in no way meant
to detract from the significant contributions that other types
of research make to the understanding of the effects of writing
on reading. Likewise, many perspectives, including cognitive,
sociocultural, rhetorical, cross-curricular, linguistic, and student
centered (see Fitzgerald and Shanahan, 2000; Shanahan, 2006),

Appendix AÊ`iÃVÀLiÃÊÊ
Ì iÊiÌ `}ÞÊÕÃi`ÊÊ
ÊÌ iÊiÌ>>>ÞÃÃ°ÊÊ
Appendix BÊÃÌÃÊ>ÊÌ iÊ
ÃÌÕ`iÃÊÌ >ÌÊÜiÀiÊ>>Þâi`Ê
>`Ê«ÀÛ`iÃÊ`iÃVÀ«ÌÛiÊ
vÀ>ÌÊ>LÕÌÊi>V °

contribute to knowledge of how writing influences reading.
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THE RECOMMENDATIONS
Effective Practices for Strengthening Reading Through Writing
I.

HAVE STUDENTS WRITE ABOUT THE TEXTS THEY READ. Students’ comprehension of science,
social studies, and language arts texts is improved when they write about what they read,
specifically when they
U Respond to a Text in Writing (Writing Personal Reactions, Analyzing and Interpreting the Text)
U Write Summaries of a Text
U Write Notes About a Text
U Answer Questions About a Text in Writing, or Create and Answer Written Questions About a Text

II. TEACH STUDENTS THE WRITING SKILLS AND PROCESSES THAT GO INTO CREATING TEXT.
Students’ reading skills and comprehension are improved by learning the skills and processes
that go into creating text, specifically when teachers
U Teach the Process of Writing, Text Structures for Writing, Paragraph or Sentence Construction
Skills (Improves Reading Comprehension)
U Teach Spelling and Sentence Construction Skills (Improves Reading Fluency)
U Teach Spelling Skills (Improves Word Reading Skills)

II. INCREASE HOW MUCH STUDENTS WRITE. Students’ reading comprehension is improved by
having them increase how often they produce their own texts.
In the following sections, we discuss each of these findings in turn by discussing the theory behind
the practices and the results of the analysis. In several places, we also elaborate the activities involved in
implementing the practices. Results are reported in effect size statistics, which allow us to understand
the magnitude of impact an instructional practice can have on student outcomes.
When reading these sections, readers should keep in mind three important aspects of effect sizes.
First, while it is tempting to regard practices that have large effect sizes as more effective than those
with small effect sizes, effect sizes cannot be interpreted in this fashion. The effects we estimate for a
particular practice always exist in relation to whatever practices were used in the “control” condition.
In short, the effects for any two practices described in this report cannot be compared directly to or
against each other.
Second, we report the effect sizes we found for two types of tests commonly used in research: normreferenced tests and researcher-designed tests (see sidebar on page 12). Norm-referenced tests generally
yield much smaller effect sizes than researcher-designed tests do. For example, two of the most robust
reading instructional practices for improving children’s reading comprehension, Reciprocal Teaching
and generating questions, have effect sizes of 0.32 and 0.36 respectively when assessed using normreferenced tests, and effect sizes of 0.88 and 0.86 respectively when assessed using researcher-designed
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measures (Rosenshine and Meister, 1994; Rosenshine, Meister, and Chapman, 1996). Similar differences
in effect sizes for different tests are found throughout our report (see graph below).
Third, because effect sizes are statistics, we can estimate more than the average effect size—we can
also estimate a confidence interval. The confidence interval specifies the range in which we think the
“true” effect of a practice lies. Thus, we present confidence intervals around the effect sizes we found in
Figure 1. In general, confidence
intervals tend to be smaller
when the number of studies we
have is bigger and also when
tests are more precise. In fact,
readers will likely note that we
have a few very large confidence
intervals for some of the effects.
These large ranges suggest that
we are less certain of a practice’s
real effect, but critically we are
still quite certain that there is
an effect because none of these
confidence intervals extends

NORM-REFERENCED VS.
RESEARCH-DESIGNED TESTS
ÀÀiviÀiVi`ÊÌiÃÌÃÊ>ÀiÊ`iÃ}i`ÊÌÊÀi«ÀiÃiÌÊ>Ê`Û`Õ>½ÃÊ
>LÌÞÊÀi>ÌÛiÊÌÊÌ iÊÀ>}iÊvÊ>LÌiÃÊvÊ>Ê««Õ>ÌÊÊ>Ê
i>ÃÕÀi`ÊÃ°ÊÊVÌÀ>ÃÌ]ÊÀiÃi>ÀV iÀ`iÃ}i`ÊÌiÃÌÃÊ}iiÀ>ÞÊ
`ÊÌÊ >ÛiÊÌ iÊÌiÊÀÊÌ iÊÀiÃÕÀViÃÊÌÊÃ>«iÊÌ iÊvÕÊÀ>}iÊ
vÊ>LÌiÃÊvÊ>Êi>ÃÕÀi`ÊÃ]Ê>`ÊÌ iÀivÀiÊV>ÌÊ«>ViÊ>Ê
`Û`Õ>½ÃÊ«iÀvÀ>ViÊÊÌ >ÌÊVÌiÝÌ°Ê ÛiÊÃ]ÊÀiÃi>ÀV iÀÃÊ
}iiÀ>ÞÊÌ>iÊÃÌi«ÃÊÌÊiÃÕÀiÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÀÊÌiÃÌÊÀiÃÕÌÃÊ>ÀiÊ>ÃÊÀi>LiÊ
>ÃÊ«ÃÃLi°Ê iV>ÕÃiÊvÊÌ iÃiÊ`vviÀiViÃ]ÊÀÀiviÀiVi`ÊÌiÃÌÃÊ
Ìi`ÊÌÊ >ÛiÊÃ>iÀÊ>À}ÃÊvÊiÀÀÀÊÜ iÊiÃÌ>Ì}ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÊ
>LÌiÃ°ÊÃÊ>ÊÀiÃÕÌ]ÊÀÀiviÀiVi`ÊÌiÃÌÃÊÌi`ÊÌÊÞi`ÊÃ>iÀÊ
ivviVÌÊÃâiÃÊ>`ÊÃ>iÀÊVw`iViÊÌiÀÛ>Ã°Ê iÌ iiÃÃ]ÊLÌ Ê
ÌÞ«iÃÊvÊÌiÃÌÃÊÞi`Ê«ÀÌ>ÌÊvÀ>ÌÊ>LÕÌÊÌ iÊivviVÌÛiiÃÃÊ
vÊÃÌÀÕVÌ°Ê7 iÀi>ÃÊÀÀiviÀiVi`ÊÌiÃÌÃÊ i«ÊÕÃÊÕ`iÀÃÌ>`Ê
ÜÊÜiÊ>ÊÌ>À}iÌi`ÊÃÊ}iiÀ>âiÃÊÌÊÌ iÀÊÃ>ÀÊÌ>ÃÃ]Ê
ÀiÃi>ÀV iÀ`iÃ}i`ÊÌiÃÌÃÊ i«ÊÕÃÊÕ`iÀÃÌ>`Ê ÜÊÜiÊ>Ê
ÌiÀÛiÌÊ«>VÌÃÊ>ÊÌ>À}iÌi`ÊÃ°Ê

as low as zero. As a result, even
when confidence intervals are
large, we are reasonably certain
that these practices do affect
students in a positive way, we are
just less certain of how large that
effect is.

WRITING TO READ EFFECT SIZES
WITH CONFIDENCE INTERVALS
0
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CORE FINDING 1: Have students write about the text they read
CORE FINDING 1: Have students write about the text they read
Responding to reading in writing
Writing summaries: All grades
Writing summaries: Elementary
Writing summaries: Middle/High
Note-taking: With and without instruction
Note-taking: With instruction
Note-taking: Without instruction
Answering Questions
CORE FINDING 2: Teach students how to be better writers
CORE FINDING 2: Teach students how to be better writers
Teach students how to be better writers: Reading fluency
Teach students how to be better writers: Word skills
CORE FINDING 3: Increase how much students write
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I. HAVE STUDENTS WRITE ABOUT THE TEXT THEY READ
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°{äÊ*ÕLÃ i`Ê-Ì>`>À`âi`Ê À,iviÀiVi`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊ££Ê-ÌÕ`iÃ®Ê
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°x£Ê,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊxäÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Comprehending a text involves actively creating meaning by building relationships among ideas in text,
and between the text and one’s knowledge, beliefs, and experiences (Wittrock, 1990). Having students
write about a text should enhance reading comprehension because it affords greater opportunities to
think about ideas in a text, requires them to organize and integrate those ideas into a coherent whole,
fosters explicitness, facilitates reflection, encourages personal involvement with texts, and involves
students transforming ideas into their own words (Applebee, 1984; Emig, 1977; Klein, 1999; Smith,
1988; Stotsky, 1982). In short, writing about a text should enhance comprehension because it provides
students with a tool for visibly and permanently recording, connecting, analyzing, personalizing, and
manipulating key ideas in text.
The evidence shows that having students write about the material they read does enhance their reading
abilities. In fact, fifty-seven out of sixty-one outcomes (93 percent) were positive, indicating a consistent
and positive effect for writing about what is read. The impact of writing about reading applied broadly
across different levels of schooling, as students participating in this research were in grades 2–12, with
the majority in middle or high school. These positive effects were evident when students wrote about
text in science and social studies as well as in English (60 percent of comparisons involved these
disciplines; see Appendix B).
These effect sizes compared favorably with effects obtained by other researchers examining the impact
of specific reading approaches, such as reading programs at the secondary level, reciprocal teaching (a
popular method for teaching comprehension), and vocabulary instruction. The effect size for writing
about text that was read (0.40) exceeded each of these effects, providing additional validation of its
effectiveness as a tool for improving students’ reading comprehension.
Writing about read texts was also an effective activity for lower-achieving students. In twelve studies
involving such students, the average weighted effect size for writing about a text was 0.63. However,
the average weighted effect size for writing about text activities was not greater than zero when
lower-achieving students were not explicitly taught how to use them. This was not the case when such
instruction was provided, as was true in the other nine studies. Although these findings must be viewed
cautiously due to the small number of studies, they suggest that having lower-achieving students write
about text without teaching them how to do so may not be effective. Our findings are consistent
with findings from other reviews that explicit instruction is an important ingredient in the successful
teaching of literacy practices (e.g., Graham and Perin, 2007a; NICHD, 2000).
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Writing about a text proved to be better than just reading it, reading and rereading it, reading and
studying it, reading and discussing it, and receiving reading instruction. These above-mentioned reading
activities were undertaken 87 percent of the time by students in the control conditions.
The average weighted effect sizes for writing about text read versus these control conditions was
positive and significant (0.35 for published standardized norm-referenced tests in nine studies and 0.49
for researcher-designed ones in forty-four studies).
We next consider how different types of writing about reading activities influence students’
comprehension of text. These analyses are based on the findings from the sixty-one studies above.

Have Students Respond to a Text (Writing Personal Reactions, Analyzing and
Interpreting the Text)
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°ÇÇÊ,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Writing an extended response to material involves either a personal reaction to the text or analysis
and interpretation of it. The former includes writing a personal response to narrative material read or
writing about a personal experience related to it. Analysis and interpretation activities, in contrast, focus
on writing an analysis of the characters in a novel, writing a paper showing how to apply material that
was read, composing a letter to another student explaining how to play a game described in a text, and
analyzing a text in writing to develop a particular point of view. Newer and better understandings of
textual material are likely to occur when students write about text in extended ways involving analysis,
interpretation, or personalization (Langer and Applebee, 1987).
Our review of the data shows
that extended writing has
a strong and consistently
positive impact on reading
comprehension. All nine of
the comparisons produced a
positive outcome. Extended
writing produced greater
comprehension gains than
simply reading the text, reading
and rereading it, reading
and studying it, reading and

EXTENDED WRITING: EXAMPLES
7Ì Êguided journal writingÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÀiÃ«`ÊÌÊÌiÝÌÊLÞÊ
>ÃÜiÀ}Ê«ii`i`ÊµÕiÃÌÃÊ>LÕÌÊÌÊÊÜÀÌ}°ÊÀÊiÝ>«i]Ê
ÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ} ÌÊLiÊ>Ãi`ÊÌÊ>>ÞâiÊÜ ÞÊÌ iÞÊÌ ÊV >À>VÌiÀÃÊ
>VÌi`Ê>ÃÊÌ iÞÊ``Ê>`Ê`V>ÌiÊÜ >ÌÊÌ iÞÊÜÕ`Ê`ÊÊÌ iÊÃ>iÊ
ÃÌÕ>Ì°
-ÕÀVi\Ê7}]ÊÕ«iÀÃ]Ê>iÃ]ÊiiÀ]Ê>`Ê ÕiÜÌÌÊÓääÓ®°

-ÌÕ`iÌÃÊ} ÌÊ>ÃÊLiÊ>Ãi`ÊÌÊV«iÌiÊ>Êanalytic essayÊ>LÕÌÊ
Ì iÊ>ÌiÀ>ÊÌ iÞÊ>ÀiÊÀi>`}°ÊÀÊÃÌ>Vi]Ê>vÌiÀÊÀi>`}Ê>LÕÌÊ
Ì iÊ ÃÌÀÞÊvÊÌ iÊ`ÕÃÌÀ>ÊÀiÛÕÌ]ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ} ÌÊLiÊ>Ãi`Ê
ÌÊÜÀÌiÊ>ÊiÃÃ>ÞÊÊÜ V ÊÌ iÞÊ`iÌvÞÊÌ iÊÌ ÀiiÊÃÌÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊ
Ài>ÃÃÊvÀÊ`ÕÃÌÀ>Ê}ÀÜÌ Ê`ÕÀ}ÊÌ iÊiÌiiÌ Ê>`ÊÌÜiÌiÌ Ê
ViÌÕÀiÃÊ>`ÊiÝ«>ÊÌ iÊÀi>ÃÃÊvÀÊi>V ÊvÊÌ iÀÊV ViÃ°Ê
-ÕÀVi\Ê>}iÀÊ>`Ê««iLiiÊ£nÇ®°

discussing it, and receiving
reading instruction. These
reading activities served as control conditions in all nine studies. (Note that in contrast to the other
14
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writing about reading activities studied in this review, students were not expressly taught how to write
extended responses. Finally, for writing a personal response to text, students applied this procedure over
a three- to fourth-month period in several studies.)

Have Students Write Summaries of a Text
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°xÓÊ,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊ£Ê-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Transforming a mental summary of text into writing requires additional thought about the essence
of the material, and the permanence of writing creates an external record of this synopsis that can be
readily critiqued and reworked. As a result, summary writing seems likely to improve comprehension of
the material being summarized.
Summary writing practices studied ranged from writing a synopsis with little to no guidance (e.g.,
writing a one-sentence summary) to the use of a variety of different guided summarizing strategies
such as writing a summary of text using a set of rules or steps; developing a written outline of text and
converting it to a summary; locating the main idea in each paragraph and summarizing it; and creating
a written/graphic organizer of important information and converting it to a summary.
For students in grades 3–12,
writing summaries about

SUMMARY WRITING: EXAMPLES

positive impact on reading

-ÌÕ`iÌÃÊ>ÀiÊ`ÀiVÌÞÊÌ>Õ} ÌÊÀÕiÃÊvÀÊ ÜÊÌÊwrite a summary
of material read.Ê/ ÃÊV>ÊÛÛiÊÌi>V }ÊÌ iÊ ÜÊÌÊÜÀÌiÊ>Ê
ÃÕ>ÀÞÊvÊ>Ê«>À>}À>« ÊÕÃ}ÊÌ iÊvÜ}Ê«iÀ>ÌÃ\Ê

comprehension. Seventeen of

£®ÊÊ`iÌvÞÊÀÊÃiiVÌÊÌ iÊ>ÊvÀ>ÌÆ

the nineteen comparisons (89

Ó®ÊÊ`iiÌiÊÌÀÛ>ÊvÀ>ÌÆ

percent) produced a positive

Î®ÊÊ`iiÌiÊÀi`Õ`>ÌÊvÀ>ÌÆÊ>`

outcome. While summary

{®ÊÊÜÀÌiÊ>ÊÃ ÀÌÊÃÞ«ÃÃÊvÊÌ iÊ>Ê>`ÊÃÕ««ÀÌ}ÊvÀ>ÌÊ
vÀÊi>V Ê«>À>}À>« °Ê

text showed a consistently

writing significantly improved

text (average weighted effect

ÊÌi>V }ÊÌ ÃÊÃÌÀ>Ìi}Þ]ÊÌ iÊÌi>V iÀÊwÀÃÌÊiÝ«>ÃÊi>V ÊÃÌi«Ê>`Ê
ÌÃÊ«ÕÀ«ÃiÃ°Ê1ÃiÊvÊÌ iÊÃÌÀ>Ìi}ÞÊÃÊÌ iÊ`ii`]Ê>`ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ
«À>VÌViÊ>««Þ}ÊÌ]ÊÀiViÛ}ÊÌi>V iÀÊ i«Ê>`Ê>ÃÃÃÌ>ViÊ>ÃÊ
ii`i`°Ê

size = 0.33 based on eleven

-ÕÀVi\Ê,i >ÀÌ]Ê-Ì> ]Ê>`Ê ÀVÃÊ£nÈ®°

studies), it had an even stronger

Ê`vviÀiÌÊÃÕ>ÀÞÊÜÀÌ}ÊiÌ `ÊvVÕÃiÃÊÊÌ iÊÃÕ>Àâ>ÌÊ
vÊ}iÀÊÌiÝÌ°Ê-ÌÕ`iÌÃÊLi}ÊLÞÊVÀi>Ì}Ê>ÊÃiiÌÊÕÌi]Ê
ÃÌ>ÀÌ}ÊÜÌ Ê>ÊÌ iÃÃÊÃÌ>ÌiiÌÊvÀÊÌ iÊ«>ÃÃ>}i°Ê iÝÌ]ÊÌ iÞÊ
}iiÀ>ÌiÊ>Ê`i>ÊÃÕL i>`}ÃÊvÀÊi>V ÊÃiVÌÊvÊÌ iÊÌiÝÌ]Ê>`Ê
>``ÊÌÜÊÀÊÌ ÀiiÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊ`iÌ>ÃÊvÀÊi>V Ê>Ê`i>°Ê/ iÞÊÌ iÊ
VÛiÀÌÊÌ iÀÊÕÌiÊÌÊ>ÊÜÀÌÌiÊÃÕ>ÀÞÊvÊÌ iÊÜ iÊÌiÝÌ°Ê

middle and high school
students’ comprehension of

effect on elementary students’
comprehension (average
weighted effect size = 0.79
based on four studies).

-ÕÀVi\Ê/>ÞÀÊ>`Ê i>V Ê£n{®°
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Writing summaries about a text proved to be better than simply reading it, reading and rereading it,
reading and studying it, and receiving reading instruction. The above reading activities served as control
conditions in all but four studies (74 percent). The average weighted effect size decreased slightly, to
0.48, when summary writing was compared to control conditions only involving reading activities.

Have Students Write Notes About a Text
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°{ÇÊ,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊÓÎÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

The act of taking written notes about text material should enhance comprehension (Kiewra, 1989;
Peverly et al., 2007). This writing practice involves sifting through a text to determine what is most
relevant and transforming and reducing the substance of these ideas into written phrases or key words.
Intentionally or unintentionally, note takers organize the abstracted material in some way, connecting
one idea to another, while blending new information with their own knowledge, resulting in new
understandings of texts.
In the studies we reviewed, taking notes about text ranged from a prompt to take notes with little or no
direction to the use of a wide variety of structured note-taking procedures such as developing a written
outline of text; designing a written chart showing the relationship between key ideas, details, concepts,
and vocabulary in text; and taking notes about text and separating these notes into different columns
related to main ideas, details, and questions.
For students in grades 3–12, the various note-taking activities studied had a moderate and consistently
positive impact on reading comprehension. Twenty-one of the twenty-three comparisons (91 percent)
produced a positive outcome.
Taking notes about text
proved to be better than just
reading, reading and rereading,
reading and studying, reading
and underlining important
information, and receiving
explicit instruction in reading

NOTE TAKING: EXAMPLES
Structured note takingÊÛÛiÃÊVÀi>Ì}Ê>ÊÜÀÌÌiÊÀ}>â>Ì>Ê
ÃÌÀÕVÌÕÀiÊvÀÊ>ÌiÀ>ÊÀi>`°Ê7Ì ÊiÊ>««À>V ]ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ>ÀiÊ
Ì>Õ} ÌÊ ÜÊÌÊVÀi>ÌiÊ>ÊÀ}>âiÀÊÀiÃiL}Ê>ÊyÜÊV >ÀÌ]Ê
`i«VÌ}ÊV >}iÃÊÊÌ iÊiÛiÌÃÊvÊ>ÊÃÌÀÞÊÛiÀÊÌi°Ê
-ÕÀVi\Ê iiÀÊ£nÇ®°

when note taking was compared

Concept mappingÊÃÊ>Ì iÀÊ>««À>V ÊvÀÊ i«}ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ
À}>âiÊÌ iÀÊÌiÃÊ>LÕÌÊ>ÌiÀ>ÊÀi>`°Ê-ÌÕ`iÌÃÊ«>ViÊi>V Ê
«ÀÌ>ÌÊVVi«ÌÊvÀÊÌiÝÌÊÊ>ÊVÀViÊ>`ÊÌ iÊÃ ÜÊ ÜÊÌ iÊ
VVi«ÌÃÊÊÌ}iÌ iÀÊÕÃ}ÊÜÀ`ÃÊ>`ÊiÃ°Ê"iÊÜ>ÞÊvÊÌi>V }Ê
Ì ÃÊÃÌÀ>Ìi}ÞÊÃÊÌÊwÀÃÌÊ«ÀiÃiÌÊ>Ê`iÊvÊ>Êexpert concept
mapÊvÀÊ>Ê«>ÀÌVÕ>ÀÊÀi>`}°ÊvÌiÀÊ`ÃVÕÃÃ}ÊÌ ÃÊ>«]ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ
Ì iÊ«À>VÌViÊV«iÌ}ÊÌ iÀÊexpert mapsÊÌ >ÌÊ>ÀiÊV«iÌi]Ê
Û}ÊvÀÊÀiÊÌÊiÃÃÊV«iÌiÊ>«Ã]ÊÕÌÊÌ iÞÊV>ÊVÀi>ÌiÊ
Ì iÀÊÜÊ>«ÊvÀÊ>ÌiÀ>ÊÀi>`°Ê

to control conditions only

-ÕÀVi\Ê

practices. The above reading
activities served as the control
conditions in all but two studies.
The average weighted effect
size increased slightly, to 0.48,

>}]Ê

i]Ê>`Ê-Õ}ÊÓääÓ®°

involving reading activities.
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Have Students Answer Questions About a Text in Writing, or Create and Answer Written
Questions About a Text
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°ÓÇÊ,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊnÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Answering questions about a text can be done verbally, but there is greater benefit from performing
such activities in writing. Writing answers to text questions makes them more memorable, as writing an
answer provides a second form of rehearsal. This practice should further enhance the quality of students’
responses, as written answers are available for review, reevaluation, and reconstruction (Emig, 1977).
For generating or responding to questions in writing, students either answered questions about a text in
writing; received practice doing so; wrote their own questions about text read; or learned how to locate
main ideas in a text, generated
written questions for them, and

QUESTIONS: EXAMPLES

on improving the reading

Answering questions in writingÊÛÛiÃÊÜÀÌ}ÊÀiÃ«ÃiÃÊÌÊ
µÕiÃÌÃÊÃiÀÌi`ÊÌÊÌiÝÌÊÀÊ«ÀiÃiÌi`Ê>ÌÊÌ iÊi`ÊvÊ>ÊÃi}iÌÊ
vÊÌiÝÌ°ÊÀÊiÝ>«i]ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ>ÞÊLiÊ>Ãi`ÊÌÊÜÀÌiÊÃ ÀÌÊ
>ÃÜiÀÃÊÌÊvÕÀÊµÕiÃÌÃÊiÊ`iÌ>]ÊÌÜÊviÀiViÃ]Ê>`ÊiÊ
>Ê`i>®Ê>vÌiÀÊÀi>`}Ê>ÊÃi}iÌÊvÊÌiÝÌ°Ê/ iÞÊÌ iÊV iVÊ>`Ê
VÀÀiVÌÊÌ iÀÊÀiÃ«ÃiÃÊLivÀiÊÀi>`}ÊÌ iÊiÝÌÊÃi}iÌÊvÊÌiÝÌ°Ê

comprehension of students in

-ÕÀVi\Ê*iÛiÀÞÊ>`Ê7`ÊÓää£®°

then answered them in writing.
These practices had a small but
consistently positive impact

grade 6–12 when compared to

generating or answering

Generating questions in writingÊÃÊ>ÊÃÌÀ>Ìi}ÞÊÜ iÀiÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ
VÀi>ÌiÊÜÀÌÌiÊµÕiÃÌÃÊ>LÕÌÊÌiÝÌ°ÊÀÊÃÌ>Vi]ÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ
>ÀiÊÌ>Õ} ÌÊÌ iÊ`vviÀiViÊLiÌÜiiÊ>Ê}`ÊµÕiÃÌÊ>`Ê>ÊL>`Ê
µÕiÃÌ]Ê>`ÊÌ iÊ«À>VÌViÊ}iiÀ>Ì}Ê>`Ê>ÃÜiÀ}ÊÌ iÀÊÜÊ
µÕiÃÌÃÊ>LÕÌÊÌiÝÌ°ÊvÊÌ iÞÊV>ÌÊ>ÃÜiÀÊ>ÊµÕiÃÌ]ÊÌ iÞÊ
}iiÀ>ÌiÊ>ÊiÜÊiÊÌ >ÌÊV>ÊLiÊ>ÃÜiÀi`°Ê

questions in writing.

-ÕÀVi\Ê  iÊ£nÎ®°

reading or reading instruction.
All eight of the studies resulted
in a positive outcome for

II. TEACH STUDENTS THE WRITING SKILLS AND PROCESSES THAT GO INTO
CREATING TEXT
While writing and reading are not identical skills, both rely on common processes and knowledge
(Fitzgerald and Shanahan, 2000). Consequently, educators have long believed that the benefits of
writing instruction carry over to improved reading. Our evidence shows that writing instruction does
in fact strengthen a variety of reading skills.

Teach the Process of Writing, Text Structures for Writing, Paragraph or Sentence
Construction Skills (Improves Reading Comprehension)
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°£nÊ*ÕLÃ i`Ê-Ì>`>À`âi`Ê À,iviÀiVi`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊ£ÓÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®Ê
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°ÓÇÊ,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊxÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Teaching patterns for constructing sentences or larger units of text should improve reading skills. The
practice of putting smaller units of writing together to create more complex ones should result in
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greater skill in understanding such units in reading (Neville and Searls, 1991). This is the basic premise
behind the writing instructional strategy known as sentence combining (Saddler and Graham, 2005).
Better understanding of even larger units in text should be facilitated by teaching students basic
structures for writing paragraphs, or common elements included in specific types of writing, such as
persuasive essays.
Writing instruction did in fact show a small, but consistently positive, impact on reading
comprehension when measured by both norm-referenced published standardized tests and researcherdesigned tests. The outcomes in all studies were positive. The control condition in most of these studies
(79 percent) was reading or reading instruction. When only these studies were considered, the average
weighted effect size rose slightly, to 0.23 on published standardized norm-referenced tests (based on
nine studies) and 0.30 on researcher-designed tests (based on four studies).
The effect of writing instruction on published standardized norm-referenced tests compares favorably
with effects obtained in two other reviews examining the impact of a range of reading programs
(Slavin et al., 2008) and vocabulary instruction (Elleman et al., 2009). (However, it was smaller than the
effect of 0.32 obtained by Rosenshine and Meister [1994] for reciprocal teaching of comprehension
strategies.)
It is important to note that there was variability in the types of writing instruction provided to students.
These different types of writing instruction included the process approach, where students write
frequently for real audiences;
engage in cycles of planning,
drafting, and revising text; take
personal responsibility and
ownership of writing projects;
interact and help each other
with their writing; participate
in a supportive writing

WRITING INSTRUCTION: EXAMPLES
"iÊÜÀÌ}ÊÃÌÀÕVÌ>Ê«ÀVi`ÕÀiÊÌ >ÌÊv>VÌ>ÌiÃÊÀi>`}Ê}ÀÜÌ Ê
ÃÊsentence combining°Ê7Ì ÊÌ ÃÊiÌ `]ÊÌ iÊÌi>V iÀÊ`iÃÊ ÜÊ
ÌÊVLiÊÃ«iÀÊÃiÌiViÃÊÌÊÀiÊV«iÝÊiÃ°Ê-ÌÕ`iÌÃÊ
Ì iÊ«À>VÌViÊVL}ÊÃ>ÀÊÃiÌiViÃ°ÊÊÌiÀiÃÌ}ÊÌÜÃÌÊÊ
Ì ÃÊ>««À>V ÊÃÊÌÊ >ÛiÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊVLiÊÃiÌiViÃÊÊ>ÌiÀ>Ê
Ì iÞÊ>ÀiÊÀi>`}ÊÀÊ`Ã>ÃÃiLiÊÃÕV ÊÃiÌiViÃ°Ê
-ÕÀVi\ÊÕÌÊ>`Ê"½ iÊ£Çä®°

2007b). Note that studies

-ÌÕ`iÌÃ½ÊÀi>`}ÊÃÃÊV>Ê>ÃÊLiÊi >Vi`ÊLÞÊÌi>V }ÊÌ iÊ
ÜÊÌÊÕÃiÊtext structureÊ>ÃÊ>Ê>`ÊvÀÊÜÀÌ}ÊÌiÝÌ°Ê/ÊÕÃÌÀ>Ìi]Ê
ÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊ>ÀiÊÌ>Õ} ÌÊÌ iÊL>ÃVÊiiiÌÃÊvÊ«iÀÃÕ>ÃÊLÞÊ
`iÌvÞ}Ê>`Ê`ÃVÕÃÃ}ÊÌ iÊÊ`iÊiÃÃ>ÞÃ°Ê/ iÞÊÌ iÊÜÀÌiÊ
Ì iÀÊÜÊ«iÀÃÕ>ÃÛiÊÌiÝÌÃÊÕÃ}ÊÌ iÃiÊiiiÌÃ]Ê>`ÊÀiÛÃiÊÌ iÊ
ÌiÝÌÃÊL>Ãi`ÊÊvii`L>VÊvÀÊ«iiÀÃÊ>`ÊÌ iÊÌi>V iÀ°

examining process writing were

-ÕÀVi\Ê ÀÜ ÕÀÃÌÊ££®°

environment; and receive
assistance and instruction as
needed (Graham and Perin,

limited to grades 1–4.
We also included studies where other writing skills were systematically and explicitly taught to students.
In several studies, this practice involved teaching a variety of skills, including how to write sentences,
paragraphs, and longer units of text. In other instances, it involved teaching students how to write
18
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more sophisticated sentences by learning how to combine less complex sentences into more complex
ones. It further included several studies where students learned to use the structure of specific types of
texts as a model or tool for writing their own papers. Finally, the spelling of content words was taught
in one investigation. Studies examining the effectiveness of these approaches (instruction in spelling;
instruction in writing sentences, paragraphs, and longer units of text) were limited to grades 4–12.
In these twelve studies, the average weighted effect size on norm-referenced standardized measures of
reading was 0.16. (Although small, the effect was statistically significant and compared favorably to
the 0.17 effect size obtained by Slavin et al. [2008] in their meta-analysis of middle and high school
reading programs.)

Teach Spelling and Sentence Construction Skills (Improves Reading Fluency)
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°ÇÊ*ÕLÃ i`Ê-Ì>`>À`âi`Ê À,iviÀiVi`Ê>`Ê,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ
Li`Ê >Ãi`ÊÊ{Ê-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Teaching students how words are spelled provides them with schemata about specific connections
between letters and sounds, making it easier for them to identify and remember words in text
containing these connections (Ehri, 1987; Moats, 2005/2006). The practice of putting smaller units
of writing together in order to create more complex ones—from letters to words or words to
sentences—should result in greater skill in understanding of these units in reading (Ehri, 2000;
Neville and Searls, 1991).
In three of the four studies examining the impact of writing instruction on reading fluency, spelling
skills were taught. In the other study, students were taught how to write more sophisticated sentences
by combining simpler sentences into more complex ones. The overall effect size for these studies
combined both standardized tests (two studies) and researcher-designed tests (two studies).
Writing instruction had a strong and consistent impact on improving students’ reading fluency.
All of the studies yielded a positive outcome. With one exception, the control condition was reading
instruction. When the exception was eliminated, the average weighted effect size rose to 0.87. (Note
that the studies reviewed all involved students in grades 1–7. Consequently, the impact of writing
instruction on the reading fluency of older students is not known.)

Teach Spelling Skills (Improves Word Reading Skills)
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°ÈnÊ*ÕLÃ i`Ê-Ì>`>À`âi`Ê À,iviÀiVi`Ê>`Ê,iÃi>ÀV iÀ iÃ}i`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ
Li`Ê >Ãi`ÊÊxÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

As noted above, teaching students how to spell theoretically makes it easier for them to identify and
remember words in text (Ehri, 1987; Moats, 2005/2006). More explicitly, spelling and word reading
rely on the same underlying knowledge, and therefore instruction and practice in one should aid
development of the other (Ehri, 2000; Snow, Griffin, and Burns, 2005).
175

19

A Report from Carnegie Corporation of New York

Spelling instruction had a moderate and consistent impact on improving students’ word reading skills.
The five studies examining the impact of writing instruction on word reading skills all involved spelling
instruction. The overall effect size for these studies combined both standardized tests (two studies) and
researcher-designed tests (three studies). All of the studies yielded a positive outcome. These findings
support the claim that learning to spell supports reading (Graham, 2000; Moats, 2005/2006).
With one exception, the control condition was reading or reading instruction. Notably, when the
exception was eliminated, the average weighted effect size rose to 0.77. (Because all studies involved
students in grades 1–5, we cannot generalize the findings to older students.)

III. INCREASE HOW MUCH STUDENTS WRITE
ÛiÀ>}iÊ7i} Ìi`Ê vviVÌÊ-âiÊrÊä°ÎäÊ*ÕLÃ i`Ê-Ì>`>À`âi`Ê À,iviÀiVi`Ê/iÃÌÃÊ >Ãi`ÊÊÈÊ-ÌÕ`iÃ®

Reading and writing are communication activities, and writers can gain insights about reading by
creating a text for an audience to read, even when the student is the intended audience (Nelson and
Calfee, 1998). The process of creating a text prompts students to be more thoughtful and engaged when
reading text produced by others. By writing, students learn to make their assumptions and premises
explicit as well as observe the rules of logic when composing a text (Applebee, 1984), making them
more aware of such issues in the material they read. Finally, writing involves generating meaning by
using experience and knowledge to create a text and build relationships among words, sentences, and
paragraphs (Wittrock, 1990).
According to the data we reviewed, increasing how much students write does in fact improve how well
they read. The average weighted effect size on published standardized norm-referenced tests was small
in all the studies we reviewed, but still consistently positive, as all studies yielded positive outcomes. The
control condition in each of these experiments was either reading or reading instruction. Activities for
increasing the amount of writing in the studies reviewed included writing about self-selected topics or
topics chosen in collaboration with peers, setting aside fifteen extra minutes a day for sustained writing,
using the Internet to write
to pen pals, writing journal

INCREASING STUDENTS’ WRITING: EXAMPLES

interacting with others using a

Pen pallingÊÃÊ>ÊiÌ `ÊÊÜ V ÊÌÜÊÀÊÀiÊÜÀÌiÀÃÊ`>}ÕiÊ
ÜÌ Êi>V ÊÌ iÀÊ>LÕÌÊÌ«VÃÊvÊÌiÀiÃÌ°Ê/ ÃÊV>ÊÛÛiÊ>Ê
ÞÕ}iÀÊÃÌÕ`iÌÊÜÀÌ}ÊÌÊ>Ê`iÀÊÃÌÕ`iÌÊ>`ÊÛViÊÛiÀÃ>°

dialogue journal, and writing

-ÕÀVi\Ê >>]Ê-V ivyiÀ]Ê,V `]Ê-Ì ]Ê>`Ê À>«iÀÊ££®°

entries about daily experiences,

short passages using inference

cannot be generalized to older

Daily writing about self-selected topicsÊ>ÜÃÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÌÊÜÀÌiÊ
>LÕÌÊ>ÞÊÌ«VÊvÊÌ iÀÊV Vi°Ê/ ÃÊV>ÊLiÊ`iÊ>ÃÊ>ÊÕÀ>Ê
>VÌÛÌÞÊÜ iÀiÊÌ iÊÌi>V iÀÊÀi>`ÃÊ>`ÊÀiÃ«`ÃÊÌÊÃiÌ }Ê
ÜÀÌÌiÊLÞÊÌ iÊÃÌÕ`iÌÊÊ>ÊÕÀ>ÊÜÌ ÕÌÊi`Ì}ÊÀÊVÀÀiVÌ}®°Ê
-ÌÕ`iÌÃÊÃ >À}ÊÌ iÀÊÜÀÌ}ÊÜÌ ÊÌ iÊÌi>V iÀÊLiViÃÊ«Ì>Ê
ÛiÀÊÌi°Ê

students.)

-ÕÀVi\Ê*iÌiÀÃÊ££®°

words. (Since all of the studies
we reviewed involved students
in grades 1–6, this finding
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An average weighted effect size of 0.30 on published standardized norm-referenced tests compares
favorably with effects obtained by other researchers examining the impact of specific approaches to
teaching reading. It exceeded the overall effect of 0.17 for a range of reading programs studied by
Slavin et al. (2008) as well as the effect of 0.10 for vocabulary instruction obtained by Elleman et
al. (2009), and was equivalent to the effect of 0.32 obtained by Rosenshine and Meister (1994) for
reciprocal teaching of comprehension strategies.
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IMPLEMENTING THE RECOMMENDATIONS
From its humble beginnings 5,000 years ago as a method of keeping track of stored goods, writing’s
value has skyrocketed. Writing and the explicit teaching of writing has played a central role in
education in many historical periods, from the ancient Greeks through much of the twentieth century.
The Greeks valued writing for its rhetorical and persuasive powers; the Romans prized eloquence in
writing; and the British of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw it as a tool for instilling moral
values. As scholars began to study writing systematically, it became clear that the written word is an
indispensable tool for communication and achievement. In today’s electronic world, writing provides
an almost instantaneous means for communicating with family, friends, and colleagues (Graham, 2006).
People use writing to explore who they are, to combat loneliness, and to chronicle their experiences.
Writing is beneficial both psychologically and physiologically (Smyth, 1998). Writing is also a valuable
tool for learning (Bangert-Drowns, Hurley, and Wilkenson, 2004; Graham and Perin, 2007a), enabling
us to gather, preserve, and transmit information with great detail and accuracy. The permanence of the
written word makes ideas readily available for review and evaluation. Writing’s explicitness encourages
the establishment of connections between ideas, and its active nature can foster the exploration of
unexamined assumptions (Applebee, 1984).
This meta-analysis provides empirical support for another important role for writing: as an effective
tool for improving students’ reading. Writing about text enhances youngsters’ comprehension of it.
Teaching students how to write strengthens their comprehension, fluency, and word reading skills.
Increasing how much students write improves how well they read.
The impact of writing and writing instruction in this review was especially notable as its effects on
published norm-referenced standardized tests rivaled the impact of directly teaching reading skills
to students. While we are not saying that writing practices should replace reading instruction, these
practices provide teachers and schools with another effective tool for strengthening students’ reading
skills. (See Biancarosa and Snow [2004] and NICHD [2000] for other effective practices.) Given the
importance of reading to young people’s social, academic, and eventual occupational success, as well
as the large number of students who struggle with reading, this is a noteworthy finding.Yet despite
its importance for reading, learning, communicating, self-expression, self-exploration, and future
employment, writing is not yet a priority in many of our schools. The National Commission on
Writing (2003) indicates that efforts to improve writing are virtually nonexistent in current attempts
to reform schools.
Note, however, that the effects of these writing practices on reading are likely to be minimal for
students who write infrequently or receive little to no explicit instruction in how to write. For
example, Weber and Henderson (1989) found that more writing instruction produced greater reading
gains than less writing instruction.
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In a national survey of writing practices at the high school level, Kiuhara, Graham, and Hawken
(2009) found that students were rarely asked to complete writing assignments involving analysis and
interpretation. Assignments that involved writing more than a single paragraph occurred less than once
a month in 50 percent of classes. Applebee and Langer (2006) reported similar results, based on data
from the National Assessment of Educational Progress. Kiuhara and colleagues further indicated that
high school writing instruction was infrequent, even in language arts classes, and increasingly infrequent
in social studies and science classes. Many teachers (60 percent of science teachers, for example)
reported that they felt unprepared to teach writing. Although teachers in the elementary grades spend
more time teaching writing and are better prepared to teach writing practices (Cutler and Graham,
2008; Graham, Harris, MacArthur, and Fink-Chorzempa, 2003), most elementary students only spend
about twenty minutes a day writing.
Many evidence-based practices for teaching writing already exist. In Writing Next (Graham and Perin,
2007a), eleven effective instructional practices for students in grades 4–12 were identified through
a comprehensive meta-analysis of the writing intervention research (see Graham, MacArthur, and
Fitzgerald [2007] for a more detailed presentation of these practices). A number of these writing
practices, such as teaching writing processes or how to construct more complex sentences, also had a
positive impact on students’ reading skills in this review. The challenge is helping schools and teachers
make these and other effective practices an integral part of their literacy programs. This report proves
that good writing instruction is vital to realizing the goal of literacy for all.

Putting the Recommendations into Practice
This report identifies writing practices that hold promise for improving students’ reading. For one
of the activities involving writing about text, note taking, the impact on reading was stronger when
students were explicitly taught how to apply this skill. Other activities, such as answering questions
in writing and responding to text by writing a personal reaction or analyzing and interpreting
it, may also benefit from instruction, even though they had a strong positive impact on comprehension
even when no instruction was given.
Writing about text
activities had a positive
impact on struggling students’
understanding of a text. An
important key to success in
using these activities with
lower-achieving students was
to provide them with ongoing
practice and explicit instruction.
24
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,iÃi>ÀV iÀÃÊ`ÊÌÊÜÊÜ >ÌÊVL>ÌÊÀÊ ÜÊÕV ÊvÊÌ iÊ
`vviÀiÌÊÜÀÌ}Ê>LÕÌÊÌiÝÌÊ«À>VÌViÃÊÃ Õ`ÊLiÊi« >Ãâi`°Ê/ iÊ
vÕÀÊ«À>VÌViÃÊÛ>`>Ìi`Ê iÀipµÕiÃÌÃ]ÊÌiÊÌ>}]ÊÃÕ>ÀÞÊ
ÜÀÌ}]Ê>`ÊiÝÌi`i`ÊÀiÃ«ÃipÃiÀÛiÊ`vviÀiÌÊ«ÕÀ«ÃiÃ°Ê
ÃiµÕiÌÞ]Ê ÜÊÌ iÞÊ>ÀiÊ>««i`ÊÜÊ`i«i`ÊÊ}>ÃÊ
iÃÌ>LÃ i`ÊLÞÊÌ iÊi>ÀiÀÊ>`ÊÌ iÊÌi>V iÀ°Ê
ÌÊÃÊ>ÃÊiÞÊÌ >ÌÊÃÌÕ`iÌÃÊÜÊii`ÊÀiÊÀÊiÃÃÊÃÕ««ÀÌÊÊ
>««Þ}ÊÌ iÃiÊ«À>VÌViÃ]Ê`i«i`}ÊÕ«ÊÌ iÀÊv>>ÀÌÞÊÜÌ ÊÌ iÊ
«À>VÌViÃÊ>`ÊÌ iÀÊÜÊV>«>LÌiÃ°
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The writing about text activities validated in this review were applied with a variety of reading
material, including narrative and expository texts. They were also effective in a variety of different
disciplines, including science, social studies, and the language arts. Many content-area teachers do not
use writing to promote students’ learning (Kiuhara, Graham, and Hawken, 2009), but the findings
from this report and Writing Next suggest that such techniques should be used more often. When
students read texts in science, social studies, and the language arts, their comprehension of this material
is improved by writing about it. Likewise, writing about information presented in math, science, and
other content classes enhances their learning of this material, as was shown in Writing Next.
While most of the research (81 percent) examining the effectiveness of writing about text activities
was conducted with students in grade six or above, such activities had a strong and positive impact
on reading comprehension as early as second grade (Adams-Boating, 2001). Perhaps not surprisingly,
writing about text activities was used almost exclusively in the language arts in the earliest grades (2–4),
but by fifth grade such activities enhanced students’ comprehension of science and social studies texts
(see Appendix B).
Writing instruction that
strengthened students’ reading
skills included both process
writing and skills instruction.
Both types of approaches to
writing instruction were found
to promote better student
writing in Writing Next. Some
literacy experts (Freedman,

COMBINING WRITING AND
READING INSTRUCTION
"iÊ«ÕÀ«ÃiÊvÊÌ ÃÊiÌ>>>ÞÃÃÊÜ>ÃÊÌÊÊÃ«iVwV>ÞÊ>ÌÊ
Ì iÊivviVÌÃÊvÊÜÀÌ}ÊÃÌÀÕVÌÊÊÀi>`}°ÊÌÊ``ÊÌÊÊ>ÌÊÌ iÊ
ivviVÌÃÊvÊÌi}À>Ìi`ÊÀi>`}Ê>`ÊÜÀÌ}ÊÃÌÀÕVÌÊÊiÌ iÀÊ
Ài>`}ÊÀÊÜÀÌ}°Ê ÕÌÊÌ ÃÊ`iÃÊÌÊi>ÊÌ >ÌÊÜÀÌ}Ê>`ÊÀi>`}Ê
ÃÌÀÕVÌÊÃ Õ`ÊLiÊÌÀi>Ìi`Ê>ÃÊÃi«>À>ÌiÊiÌÌiÃ°Ê7iÊLiiÛiÊÌ >ÌÊ
Ài>`}Ê>`ÊÜÀÌ}ÊÃÌÀÕVÌÊÜÊLiÊiÛiÊÀiÊivviVÌÛiÊÜ iÊ
Ì iÞÊ>ÀiÊ`iÃ}i`ÊÌÊÜÀÊÌ}iÌ iÀÊÌÊ>V iÛiÊVÊ}>ÃÊ>`Ê
ÀivÀViÊÌ iÊÀiV«ÀV>Ê>VµÕÃÌÊvÊViÌÀ>ÊÌiÀ>VÞÊÜi`}i]Ê
ÃÃ]Ê>`ÊÃÌÀ>Ìi}iÃ°Ê

1993; Smith, 1994) have argued
that instructional approaches like
process writing, which rely on informal and incidental learning methods, should not be combined with
approaches that emphasize the explicit and systematic instruction of skills and processes. While there is
very little evidence on this issue, studies have found that combining process writing with more explicit
instructional approaches enhances students’ writing (see Graham and Perin, 2007b). Further, teachers
overwhelmingly view combining process writing and skills instruction as a positive practice (Cutler and
Graham, 2008; Graham, Harris, Fink-Chorzempa, and MacArthur, 2002).
The National Commission on Writing (2003) recommended that schools double the amount of
time students spend writing. Our finding that increasing how much students write improves their
comprehension of texts produced by others is consistent with this recommendation (at least for
grades 1–6). Writing time can be extended by having students use writing across the curriculum and
write more at home.

Note that the fact that a writing intervention was effective in the studies we reviewed does not guarantee

that it will be effective in all other situations. No intervention is effective with all students in all situations. These writing practices should
be used and combined ﬂexibly and thoughtfully.
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A RESEARCH AGENDA FOR THE FUTURE
This report is the only comprehensive review applying meta-analytic procedures to determine the
effects of multiple writing practices on students’ reading performance. Included studies date from
the 1930s to the present. A considerable body of studies has accumulated over the years, resulting in
ninety-three comparisons examining the effects of writing on reading. The available studies involve a
variety of disciplines, including the language arts, science, social studies, and second-language learning,
conducted with students in urban, suburban, and rural schools. The existing body of experimental and
quasi-experimental research is large enough to draw conclusions and recommendations that will help
policymakers and educators reengineer our schools to meet the goal of literacy for all.
Unfortunately, there are a number of gaps in the research base, and areas where more evidence is
needed. Thus, we need to create a research agenda that will strengthen the knowledge base for policy
and practice. It appears that interest in this area of research is declining, as only ten experimental or
quasi-experimental studies were published during the last decade. We hope this report will spur new
research efforts into the effectiveness of writing practices in strengthening literacy, especially in the areas
listed below.
s

4HERE IS A SPECIAL NEED FOR STUDIES CONDUCTED WITH LOW ACHIEVING STUDENTS!CROSS THE THREE
questions posed by our study, we were able to locate only eighteen studies where an effect
size could be computed for such students. There were just an additional three comparisons
involving English language learners (each focused on writing-to-learn activities). So even
though a solid body of research into the literacy-strengthening effect of writing practices
now exists, fewer than 25 percent of the comparisons focused on the most vulnerable students.
This serious gap in the literature was especially evident for studies examining the effect of
writing instruction, as well as the effect of extra writing on reading. (Also, it was not possible
to determine if there was a relationship between student achievement level and the
effectiveness of different writing practices.)

s

#ROSS COMPARISONS OF THE EFFECT OF DIFFERENT WRITING PRACTICES ON DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF
performance are also needed. Such cross-comparisons were beyond the scope of this report, but
different writing practices most likely influence different aspects of performance (Langer and
Applebee, 1987).

s

3O FAR ALMOST NO RESEARCH HAS BEEN CONDUCTED ON HOW TO BRING THE WRITING PRACTICES REVIEWED
here to scale. More research is also needed to determine the mechanisms leading to the
effectiveness of a specific writing practice for improving reading. The impact of writing on a
broader array of reading outcomes should be considered also, as very few studies consider any
reading component beyond comprehension.
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s

4HE RICH NATURE OF THE PRACTICE OF WRITING AND ITS RELATIVE NEGLECT IN INSTRUCTIONAL RESEARCH
make it inevitable that many potentially effective practices have not yet been studied. Research
is needed not only to verify the effectiveness of unstudied existing practices, but to develop
and test new ones. Such research could determine whether different writing practices can be
combined together in productive ways. For instance, a recent study by Lee and Collins (2008)
employed a variety of writing activities to foster students’ thinking about text. It is possible that
more complex and multi-component practices will yield stronger reading gains.

s

$IGITAL WRITING IS A RAPIDLY GROWING lELD OF INTEREST FOR MANY EDUCATORS AND DIGITAL DEVICES ARE
becoming more popular in the classroom. The 2011 NAEP Framework will include a digital
platform for writing assessments in grades 8–11. Therefore, more research is needed on the
effects of digital technologies for writing activities in our nation’s schools.

s

!N ESPECIALLY PROMISING AREA FOR FUTURE RESEARCH INVOLVES STUDYING A GREATER RANGE OF hWRITING
about text” practices, especially those that involve conducting written analyses/interpretation
of text or developing a written response based on personal reactions to the text. These practices
yielded a relatively large average weighted effect size, but only a few different such activities
were tested.

s

4HERE ARE ALSO MANY GAPS IN OUR KNOWLEDGE ABOUT THE IMPACT OF WRITING INSTRUCTION ON
reading. Does the “process writing” approach to writing instruction strengthen the reading
skills of adolescent readers? Do youngsters become better readers as a result of explicit
instruction in planning and revising? Both of these approaches improve students’ writing
(Graham and Perin, 2007b), but it is unclear if their effects extend to reading. It is likely
that the impact of writing instruction on reading can be strengthened if educators design
instruction to intentionally promote such a result. Clearly, research is needed to determine
how best to make these connections.

s

-ORE RESEARCH IS NEEDED ON THE long-term effects of writing and writing instruction on reading.

s

4HIS REVIEW DID NOT INCLUDE STUDIES THAT WERE CONDUCTED IN SPECIAL SCHOOLS FOR STUDENTS WITH
disabilities (such as deafness, autism, or emotional disturbance), since our purpose was to draw
instructional recommendations for regular public and private school settings. But this omission
should not be interpreted to mean that writing, reading, or writing to enhance reading is
unimportant for these students.

s

! HIGH LEVEL OF LITERACY CANNOT BE ACQUIRED DURING A FEW SCHOOL YEARS OR REST SOLELY ON THE
efforts of individual students or teachers. Helping our nation’s students become good readers
and writers is a collaborative effort involving all stakeholders in the educational process.

Our shared goal is to achieve a high level of literacy for all students, thereby helping our nation’s young
people to lead more fulfilled, productive lives. This report shows that writing practices can be used to
make a significant contribution to the goal of literacy for all.
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CONCLUSION
Writing practices cannot take the place of effective reading practices (see Biancarosa and Snow
[2004] and NICHD [2000] for a review of such practices). Instead, writing practices complement
reading practices and should always be used in conjunction, with each type of practice supporting and
strengthening the other.
This study shows that students’ reading abilities are improved by writing about texts they have read; by
receiving explicit instruction in spelling, in writing sentences, in writing paragraphs, in text structure,
and in the basic processes of composition; and by increasing how much and how frequently they write.
Our evidence shows that these writing activities improved students’ comprehension of text over and
above the improvements gained from traditional reading activities such as reading text, reading and
rereading text, reading and discussing text, and receiving explicit reading instruction.
The empirical evidence that the writing practices described in this report strengthen reading skills
provides additional support for the notion that writing should be taught and emphasized as an integral
part of the school curriculum. Previous research has found that teaching the same writing process and
skills improved the quality of students’ writing (Graham and Perin, 2007a; see also Graham, in press;
Rogers and Graham, 2008) and learning of content (as demonstrated in Graham and Perin [2007a] and
Bangert-Drowns, Hurley, and Wilkinson [2004]). Students who do not develop strong writing skills
may not be able to take full advantage of the power of writing as a tool to strengthen reading.
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