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Elementary Writing Instruction Across 
the Tiers 

How does RtII 
for writing 

work?  

Goals 
Ø Components of RtII 
Ø Limitations of writing research for tiered instruction 
Ø Tier I instruction and assessments 

Ø An approach to composing 
Ø Instruction and assessments for Tiers I or II 

Ø Spelling 
Ø Handwriting 
Ø Sentence Combining 

Ø Tier II or III interventions 
Ø Strategy instruction 

Ø Organizing for tiered instruction 

Components of RtII 
A Brief Review 

Valid & reliable assessments 

�  Screening 
�  standardized tests 
�  criterion benchmark 
�  predicting end-of-year performance 
 

�  Progress Monitoring 
�  CBM 
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Evidence-based Instruction 
� Across the tiers 

As we move down the tiers, instruction 
should change 

More explicit and systematic 

More frequent 

Longer 

Smaller and more homogenous groups 

Instructors have more experience 

(Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006) 

Limitations of Writing Research 

Assessments: Screening 
� Very limited research 

� Kindergarten & 1st grade 
� Combination of writing and reading measures may provide 

strongest predictor of writing difficulty 

(Coker & Ritchey, in press; Ritchey & Coker, under review) 

Assessments: Progress Monitoring 
� Handwriting 

� Some norms available for annual progress 

� Spelling 
� Developmental inventories available 

� Writing 
� K and 1 (Coker & Ritchey, 2010) 
� 2nd and 3rd (Ritchey & Coker, 2013) 

Evidence-Based Writing Instruction 
� We’ve made considerable progress 

� Writing Next (Graham & Perin, 2007) 
� Teaching Elementary Students to be Effective Writers:A Practice Guide 

(Graham et al., 2012) 
� Why Teach Spelling (Reed, 2012) 

� What is the best approach(es) for: 
� Writers with different abilities? 
� Different instructional tiers? 
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What does this mean for us? 
� Efforts for writing RtII need to draw on strong empirical 

evidence. 

� Currently, empirical work in writing is insufficient to support 
a fully elaborated RtII approach. 

� Fuchs & Fuchs (2006) problem solving approach 
� to identify student needs and instructional options 
� to determine the best solutions to thorny assessment and 

instructional issues. 

Definite Tier I Instruction & 
Assessments 

Recommendations for Tier I instruction 
� Daily writing time 

� Collaborative writing 

� Teach writing process 
� Writing strategies 
� Specific produce goals 
� Pre-writing activities 
� Study of models 

� Teach to fluency in handwriting, spelling, sentence 
construction, typing and word processing. 

� Create an engaged community of writers 

(Graham et al., 2012; Graham & Perin, 2007) 

Common Approaches to Tier I 
� Writer’s Workshop 
� Commercial curricula or 

approaches: 
� Step Up toWriting 
� 6+1 Traits 
� Write Source 

Another approach 
� Genre-based approach 
� May be modified for grade levels or skill level within 

classroom 
� Incorporates many instructional recommendations 
� Limited empirical support 

Examine, Critique & Produce 
� Increasing exposure to target genres (opinion, narrative, 

explanation) for authentic reasons; 
� Critiquing samples of target genre with emphasis on 

noticing common elements; 
� Providing explicit instruction on elements and purpose 

of target genre; and 
� Inviting students to produce genre orally 
� Supported writing (teacher modeling, working with 

peers, using templates) 
� Independent writing 

McCraw, 2011 
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Example: Book Review in 1st Grade 

More Pasta 
by Sue 

I would love to have all the pasta I could eat! The book, Strega 
Nona, has an exciting ending. Near the end, the townspeople 
are so mad at Big Anthony that they want to tie him up. I liked 
the ending of the story because it involves eating my favorite 
food. Some people might think the ending is boring because a 
lot of pasta is not a problem, but they probably did not think 
about how to get rid of it. You should read this book to find 
out what happens with the overflowing pasta pot. 

Phase I: Examine 
� Students listen to reviews & 

discuss their preferences 
(with explanations of why) 

� Students discuss the features 
of the genre 

� Teacher also provides explicit 
instruction in text features 

� Students and teacher 
collaborate to generate a list 
of the important features of
the genre 

� Students’ ability to identify 
target genre is assessed 

Phase II: Critique 
� Students evaluate whether 

book reviews have all of 
their parts using a checklist 

� Students will organize an 
example of the genre with 
an example cut into 
sentence strips 

� Students complete an 
informal assessment of 
their ability to identify 
important elements of the 
genre 

Phase III: Produce 
� Students first produce the genre orally 
� Students write the genre with scaffolding by using a template 

(e.g., frames, graphic organizers) and working in pairs 
� Students revise their writing using the checklist with 

important elements of the genre 
� Independent production of genre without template 
� Assessment of students’ independent production of the genre 

Example Template for Book Review 
The story, _________________________ (title), is 
______________________ (claim). I think this story is 
__________________ (claim) because 
__________________________________(reason). 
It is also _________________ (claim) because 
_______________________________________(reason). 
I think you _________________________ read this book 
because it is _______________________ (conclusion). 

Evaluating ECP 
� Daily writing time ☐ 
� Teach writing process 

� Collaborative writing ✔ 

� Writing strategies ✔ 
� Specific produce goals ✔ 

� Pre-writing activities ✔ 

� Study of models ✔ 

� Teach to fluency in handwriting, spelling, sentence 
construction, typing and word processing. ☐ 

� Create an engaged community of writers ✔ 
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Maria 
Written Book Review at Pretest 

I like the school part because I like school. 

Written Book Review at Posttest 

So Weird by Maria 
Franklin in the Dark is so weird because the lion wears 
earmuffs when no one is looking.  You should not read this 
story because it is so weird. 

Written Book Review Four Weeks After Intervention 

This story is weird because there is a godfather and a 
granddaughter who  gives him some paper and paint.  I think 
you should not read this story because it is so weird. 

Assessment of Tier I Composition 

How do screen students for 
writing problems and then 
monitor their progress? 
 
-Use criterion-referenced 
assessments. 
-Use informal assessments 
from instruction. 

 
Criterion-referenced assessment: 
CCSS for Writing—Text Types & Purposes 

 Opinion Writing Standards for 3rd Grade 
 

Write opinion pieces on topics or texts, supporting a 
point of view with reasons. 

1.  Introduce the topic or text they are writing about, 
state an opinion, and create an organizational 
structure that lists reasons. 

2.  Provide reasons that support the opinion. 
3.  Use linking words and phrases (e.g., because, therefore, 

since, for example) to connect opinion and reasons. 
4.  Provide a concluding statement or section. 

Informal Assessments 
At the end of each instructional phase, there was an informal 
assessment included. 

�  If students didn’t meet the criteria, then they should be 
flagged for more observation (at least!) and possibly for more 
intensive instruction. 

Include in Tier II? 
Based on your judgment and these factors: 
 
1.  Assessments (both criterion and informal) 
2.  Resources available 
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Tier I or II: Spelling, Handwriting, 
and Sentence Combining 

Spelling  for Writing & Reading 
“Despite the widespread assumption that spelling is a 
mechanical skill that can be learned through incidental 
instruction or memorization, spelling may from the very 
beginning be the critical skill for developing word wizards and 
competent composers who can translate their ideas for others 
via well-crafted texts and read the text that others generate for 
its own sake or for use in creating their own texts”  

  (Abbott, Berninger, & Fayol, 2010, p. 296) 

Tenets of Spelling Instruction 

1.  Choose developmentally appropriate words 
2.  Use pretest-posttest structure 
3.  Employ self-correction methods 
4.  Engage in word sorting 
5.  Incorporate spelling games and activities 

(Gentry 2004) 

Developmentally Appropriate Words 
What NOT to do: 

Halloween Spelling Words 

witch goblin ghost vampire bat 

zombie pumpkin spider candy trick or 
treat 

monster ghoul mask costume cauldron 

mummy haunted bones cobwebs graveyard 

http://www.spellquizzer.com/SpellingLists/Halloween-Words.htm 

Developmentally Appropriate Words 
 
Gentry & Graham (2010) recommend, “words from frequency 
lists (rather than content vocabulary) guarantees the usefulness 
of words for most writing demands” (p. 8). 
 
Bear et al. (2008) suggests focusing on words with features 
(sounds / patterns / morphemes) that students use but 
confuse. These will depend on the students’ development. 
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Pretest-Posttest Structure 

�  Also called the Test-Study-Cycle 
�  Students do a pretest with the words 

� Ones that are spelled correctly are not included in the week’s 
words 

� Others may be added to complete the list 

Use Self-Correction 
�  Particularly with pretests and practice tests, students learn 

more when they correct their own work. 
� They see their mistakes 

�  May be organized so that students work together helping 
each other take a practice test and correct the test. 

Word Sorting 
�  Students compare and contrast words based on the features 

you choose 

� Draws on students’ categorization abilities 
� Hands-on nature makes sorts engaging 
� Requires students to analyze the words (or sounds) 

Assessing Spelling 
�  Since spelling typically develops in a predictable fashion, we 

can assess students to figure out what they know, what 
they’re using and confusing, and what they don’t know. 

�  Several spelling inventories designed to assess features from 
the developmental stages: 
� Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2008) 
� Word Journeys  (Ganske, 2000) 
�  The Science of Spelling (Gentry, 2004) 

Value of Assessment Data 
Individual Uses 

 
�  Screening for spelling 

needs 
�  Monitoring progress 

Classroom Uses 
 

�  Creating small groups 
�  Tracking group progress & 

modifying groups 
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Assessing Your Spelling Program 
�  Many good spelling 

programs exist. 

�  Evaluate yours using the 
checklist from Reed (2012) 
as part of the report, Why 
Teach Spelling? 

Reed, 2012 available at: http://centeroninstruction.org/why-teach-spelling 

Spelling: Tier I or II? 

�  All elementary students 
need spelling instruction 
(Tier I) 

 
�  Some students will need 

more intense instruction 
(Tier II) 

Handwriting Instruction 

1st grade handwriting instruction benefits:  
�  normally developing students (Graham, Harris, & Fink, 2000)  
�  those with writing difficulties (Jones & Christensen, 1999).  
 

Handwriting instruction impacted: 
�  handwriting fluency,  
�  sentence construction,  
� written length and  
� written quality 

Components of Effective Handwriting 
Instruction 

1. Lessons have a logical sequence 
�  Easier letters before more difficult ones.  

�  Most difficult include: q, j, z, u, n & k 

�  Letters with similar forms grouped together 
�   l, i, t  (formed with downward stroke) 

�  Easily confused letters not taught simultaneously 
�  e.g.  p & q, u & n  

� More frequent letters introduced earlier 
�  Students work on forming letters individually before using 

connected text 
(Gentry & Graham, 2010) 

Components of Effective Handwriting 
Instruction 

2. Instructions for letter formation include arrows for forming 
letters 

 

Components of Effective Handwriting 
Instruction 
3. Explicit hands-on instruction is provided in how to make the 

letter and to connect letters. 

Teachers don’t rely on incidental learning—they teach students 
how to form letters. 
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Components of Effective Handwriting 
Instruction 

4.  Instruction should be in brief (10-15 min segments)  that 
occur frequently over time 

�  There are a lot of good 
programs. Evaluate your 
current one to see if it 
follows the recommended 
practice. 

�  If you need one, try the 
free (and empirically 
tested) CASL curriculum. 

What about my 
current 

handwriting 
curriculum? 

CASL curriculum available at: 
http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/departments/sped/research/casl_-_center_on_accelerating_student_learning.php  

Handwriting Assessment 

�  Handwriting fluency task—students asked to write the 
alphabet from memory in lower case letters. 

 
�  Scoring—Number of accurate letters in 15 seconds. 

Alphabet Task Norms 
Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 

4.6 6.8 8.7 

�  Mean number of letters produced in 15 seconds 
�  A standardized version of the task can be found in the Process 

Assessment of the Learner (PAL) assessment (Berninger, 2001). 

(Berninger, & Rutberg, 1992)  

Handwriting Tier I or II? 

�  Definitely part of  Tier I 
through 2nd grade. 

 
�  Part of Tier II both during 

and after 1st grade for those 
who need it. 

Sentence Combining 
�  Sentence combining helps 

students’ writing by: 
 

�  developing stronger 
syntactical skill  

�  creating more complex 
sentences  

�  employing a variety of 
sentence structures 

Saddler, 2012 
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Sentence Combining 
�  Students learn to elaborate using kernel sentences. 
 

� Cued exercises—where they are given direction, or support, in 
figuring out what to combine. 

� Open exercises—where they decide what to combine 
themselves. 

Cued Exercises 
Students are given: 

 The class was interesting. 
 The class was long. 

 
They are asked to integrate ‘long’ into the first sentence. 
 

Open Exercises 
Students are given: 

 It was cold out. 
 It was rainy. 

 
They are asked to combine the two.  

Sentence Combining—Your Turn to Try! 
Directions: Combine the kernel sentences in each set into one 

grammatically complete sentence. Then arrange the sentences 
to form a logically arranged paragraph. 

 
a. He turned out the light. 
   He went into Jem's room. 
 
b. He would be there all night. 
   He would be there when Jem waked up. 
   Jem waked up in the morning. 
 
 
(from To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, 1961) 
 

Sentence Combining 

Here’s how Harper Lee did it: 
 

    “He turned out the light and went into Jem's room. He 
would be there all night, and he would be there when Jem 
waked up in the morning.” 

Sentence Combining Instruction 

  Lessons presented by Saddler (2012) include the following 
components: 

 
�  Group practice with oral examples 
�   Teacher direction for written practice 
�  Practice doing written sentence combining with peer 

support 
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Assessing Sentence Writing 

Ø  Saddler (2012) suggests three ways: 

1.  Grammatical correctness 
2.  Analytic scoring factors (e.g. punctuation, 

capitalization, and use of specific structures) 
3.  Effectiveness – based on 2 criteria: 

1.  It sounds good 
2.  Matches the writer’s purpose given the 

situation 

Sentence Combining: Tier I or II? 

�  May be useful for whole-
class instruction (Tier I) 

�  Excellent approach to help 
students who struggle with 
writing conventions (Tier 
II) 

Tier II Instruction 

Tier II Composition 
�  Tier I instruction enhanced 

� More explicit 
� More time 
�  Longer 
�  Small and more homogenous groups 
� More experienced teachers 

�  Different interventions 
� Writing Strategy Instruction 
�  Spelling, Handwriting & Sentence Combining 

What would be a 
different 

intervention for Tier 
II composition? 

Let’s look at 
one approach  

that’s been 
used a lot—

SRSD! 

Self-Regulated Strategy Development 
(SRSD) 

�  “powerful strategies for writing 
and critical strategies for self-
regulation of the writing 
process”  

(Harris et al, 2008, p. 4) 

� Most extensively studied 
approach to writing strategy 
instruction  

(Graham & Perin, 2007) 
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SRSD 

� Designed to...  
 
� Teach students the processes that good 

writers use 
� Provide structure for students to regulate 

(and take control of ) their own writing 
processes 

� Help develop positive outlook on writing 
 

What can SRSD do for students? 
 Integrate cognitive 
writing strategies and 
self-regulatory 
strategies to teach 
students procedures 
for writing and ways 
to execute and 
manage their work. 

Harris, Graham, Mason, & Friedlander, 2008 

SRSD Cognitive Strategies: 
 Teaching students how to: 

� Structure their 
writing 
� Stories 
� Expository 
� Persuasive  
 

� Engage in writing 
processes 
� Planning  
� Revising 

SRSD’s Self-Regulatory Strategies 

� Set goals 
� Monitor progress 
� Maintain motivation 
� Overcome doubts and roadblocks 

SRSD’s Advantages 
� Effective in small group and individual groupings 
� Appropriate for Tier 2 or 3 instruction 
 

� Adaptable to student needs 
� Pace of instruction 
� Learning needs 

Persuasive Planning Strategy: 
 POW + TREE  
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TREE for Younger Students 
�  Topic Sentence 

� Reasons (3 or more) 

�  Ending 

�  Examine 

Ø Tell what you believe 

Ø Why do I believe this? 
Ø Will my readers believe this 

Ø Wrap it up right! 

Ø Do I have all my parts? 

Revising Strategy 

SRSD Self-Regulatory Strategies 

� Goal Setting 

� Self Instructions 

� Self Monitoring 

� Self Reinforcement 

Tier II or III? 

Tier II and III 
We have lots of questions (you probably do too!). 

Ø How do we know when to move a student to Tier III for 
writing? 

Ø What interventions work best at Tier III? 
Ø How can we tell when a student is ready to exit Tier III? 

Ø Unfortunately, research can’t answer these questions yet  

Tier III Operating Principles 
①  If a student isn’t successful at Tier II, move to Tier III. 

②  Tier III should be more: 
o  more explicit 
o  more frequent 
o  longer 
o  smaller group (or individual) 
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Organizing for Tiered Instruction in 
Writing  

Elements to consider? 

�  Student needs (based on assessments) 

�  Classroom resources 
�  Instructional support 
�  Flexibility in scheduling 
�  Physical space 

Sample Instructional Schedule 
Time Activity Teacher-managed 

Group 
Student-managed 
work 

0:00-0:10 Spelling Whole Class Instruction 

0:10-0:15 Spelling Low group (days 1 & 4) 
Middle group (days 2 & 5) 
High group (day 3) 

Independent Spelling 
Activities 

0:15-0:25 Handwriting or Sentence Combining Whole Class Instruction  

0:25-0:30 Handwriting or SC Low group (days 1 & 4) 
Middle group (days 2 & 5) 
High group (day 3) 

Independent 
Handwriting or SC 
Activities 

0:30-0:47 Composing Whole Class Instruction  

0:48-1:00 Composing  Low group (days 1 & 4) 
Middle group (days 2 & 5) 
High group (day 3) 

Independent 
Composing Activities 
 

Questions? 
Contact Information: 
David Coker 
Associate Professor 
University of Delaware 
dcoker@udel.edu 
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