
ANNOUNCER: Special office.  So, I just want to take a minute and before I introduce Dr. Coker, I 

welcome you here to [inaudible] conference.  I hope if you're…If you were here yesterday, I hope that you 

got a few golden methods to take back to your teams and to work with and meet some great people and 

then [inaudible] coming today.  [inaudible].  We welcome you today and I think you're in-stored by a lot of  

[inaudible] presentations and speakers today as well.  We have a couple of breaks set up we're in here, 

there'll be break in the morning, there's also a break in the afternoon, although we have boxed lunch 

today from 12:00 to 1:00 which you can pick up and then we have some more sessions to continue.  So, 

this session is being videotaped.  I just want to make that announcement to people.  We do have canvass 

that we can get [inaudible] in public.  Let me talk about -- because we are thrilled to have him here.  We 

know [inaudible] the work that we've done in RtII.  You see we've focused a lot with literacy and now 

doing some work with math but it seems like writing is one of those barriers that we can do and perhaps 

almost forget about.  So, it's really exciting to have someone to listen to and share his work on some of 

the writing he's -- that he's been developing here.  So, he's -- Dr. Coker is an Associate Professor in the 

School of Education at the University of Delaware.  He teaches courses on writing and reading 

instruction.  His work focuses on issues that are essential to the effort -- efforts to advance writing 

research and to improve writing instruction in students that serve -- in schools that serve low-income 

students.  These topics include writing development, early writing assessment, and best approaches to 

writing structure.  Currently, he is the principal investigator of a study funded by the Institute of 

Educational Sciences we know as IES.  Examine the impact of instruction on the first-grade students' 

writing and reading skills.  He's published articles in the Journal of Ed Psych, Exceptional Children, and 

The Harvard Education Review amongst others and serves on the Editorial Board with Reading Research 

Quarterly and Assessment for Effective Interventions.  So, please join me a round of applause. 

DAVID COKER: Well, thank you.  It's great to be here today and it is so fantastic seeing so many people 

turning out to talk about writing.  That's -- it makes me very happy.  So, we are going to talk about Writing 

Instruction Across the Tiers, a widely neglected, but deeply important topic and obviously we're all in the 

same boat because we're all in here together.  I won't say much more about myself because Mary Ann 

had read you the [inaudible] .  But the focus here -- I'm just kind of curious how many of you are 

administrators in their schools?  So, I can get a sense of--okay.  Teachers?  Counselors or psychologists 

or -- okay.  Anybody I missed?  Oh, consultant. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And therapists. 

DAVID COKER: Therapist, okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Instructional [inaudible]. 

DAVID COKER: Instructional [inaudible]?  Okay.  So, a wide range of folks.  All from -- are interested in 

writing development.  So we're all in the same page.  That's great.  So, today, our guiding question is 

really, you know, what does RtII look like for writing?  And this is -- this is the part of the talk where I begin 



the qualifications.  One thing that makes writing instruction for RtII so difficult is they are research-based, 

is really not very far along.  There are so many things that we do not know.  So, if you came this morning 

hoping that I was going to say -- tell you exactly what to do and send you on your way, I'm sorry, I'll 

probably disappoint you.  I will talk about what I think we should do and I will talk about what we do know 

and the things that we do need to work on to find out more about.  So, that I hope if you leave this as -- as 

a -- as a sort of educated and savvy consumer if you will, of how writing instruction should happen in 

schools particularly in a tiered framework.  But it's crucial to understand that it's so much.  That we still 

need to work and there a lot of questions out there that we're still working on.  Oh, I can't do that.  Sorry.  

Okay.  So, I just want to get that out that those are the qualifications, that that would be at the radio 

commercial the guy speaking really fast at the end.  That's what it does.  Okay.  Let me talk a little bit 

about where we're going today.  So, first I'm going to review kind of briefly what are the kind of 

components or conditions of RtI -- RtII.  Just so that we're all in the same page.  And then I'm going to talk 

much more specifically than I did earlier about the limitations of a research-based, about where their gaps 

in the research-based could speak directly to the things we need to know to really implement RtII for 

writing effectively.  Then we're going to look at a Tier 1 approach to composition and assessment and I'll 

talk about some varied ones and then I'm going to sort of dive a little deeper, a little more specifically into 

one approach that we've done some work with that I think holds a lot of promise.  It would be an overview 

of what that might look like.  Then we're going to look at -- and this is where things get a little difficult in 

writing research.  It's not entirely clear, the difference between Tier 1 and Tier 2 or how -- or even how to 

move from Tier 1 and Tier 2 for kids.  So, I'm going to talk about some interventions that we might use at 

either Tier 1 or Tier 2, and about the kind of decision rules that you might use to decide when and where 

to use those.  And some of those are going to be around spelling and handwriting and an approach we 

call sentence combining if we can use to deal with kids towards some technical development, any kind of 

development.  And then, we're going to look at interventions that might fall under Tier 2 or Tier 3.  And 

those are again, that distinction between Tier 2 and Tier 3 is difficult to make in writing.  What we're going 

to talk about or what that might look like and give you some ways to move forward.  And then in the end, 

I'm going to talk a little bit about how you might manage in organizing say a week.  If you kind of have a 

plan for a week of tiered writing, tiers to develop in your school.  Kind of a schedule.  What might that look 

like in the classroom?  And that's going to vary a fair amount, of course, depending on, you know, your -- 

the logistics in your school.  But hopefully it gives you an idea of sort of how this might go into practice.  

So, we're a pretty good sized group but I want you to feel free as we move forward, if you have questions 

or want to clarify things, don't hesitate to raise your hand.  Okay.  All right.  So, let's talk about the 

components of RtII.  And these should probably are all going to be very familiar to you.  I'm just sort of 

covering this so that we can then use this as a lens to look at the writing research.  One of the things 

that's really important are valid and reliable assessments.  And you think about probably reading is the 

domain where we've really got the best to handle on how to -- how to do RtII.  So, we need to have 

assessments that are valid and that they assess what we want them to assess and if they're reliable in a 



couple of different ways so that, you know, different people can give them and still give similar results that 

when we give them overtime with multiple forms, we give the same kinds of results.  We need all these 

things.  We also need assessments that give us -- that will allow us to predict end-of-year performance, 

right?  And these are a screening trial.  So we use this in the usually in the fall.  We're going to screen 

kids and figure out, "Okay, who's in trouble" and then we flag in for attention and we'll use that to do our 

group.  So, we're do -- we need those things, I'm sorry.  We also use standardized test a lot of times for 

screenings.  And then we'll talk about how it looks like in writing.  And finally a huge piece for RtII is 

progress monitoring.  How we use assessments to determine if students are making progress and really, 

what we want to find out is are our interventions working.  Is the work we're doing with students is it 

effective and do we see student growth?  So, we've got to have assessments that are sensitive to growth.  

I mean, they are sufficiently sensitive to growth so that when we give an assessment, I mean, an 

intervention, we work with students, if that assessment is sensitive enough to pick up the change with 

students.  All right.  So, these are one condition we need for RtII.  And here is kind of an obvious one, but 

it's in many ways a cornerstone of RtII.  We need to have instructional approaches and interventions that 

work.  Once that our based-on evidence that include shown to work for kids and that are effective.  This is 

kind of a no-brainer.  In our field, right, there's always a lot of back and forth, a lot of dialogue about what 

constitutes evidence, how we -- and what --what do we -- what counts as evidence.  But by large, we 

know that if we want to make a difference with student outcomes, we need to teach them using 

approaches that work.  And this is particularly true in writing.  So, when we think about these interventions 

and as we move down through the tiers, so as we go from Tier 1 to Tier 2 and Tier 2 to Tier 3.  The 

instructional approach has change and usually in very predictable ways, right?  So, one of the ways they 

change it is that instruction becomes more explicit and systematic.  So, what we're teach -- we're much 

more explicit with students about what we're trying to teach and in many cases, we map it out much more 

clearly.  The kinds of the tasks, the skills that we want students to learn.  We also tend to meet them more 

frequently.  So, we get the students to have more things monitored and in a longer session.  All right. You 

may group kids in more homogenous groups so that we're pulling kids with similar needs, right?  And that, 

in some cases we use instructors that have more experience.  They're either trained specifically for, say a 

Tier 2 or Tier 3 intervention or the main special ed teachers who have a longer experience they bring to it.  

So, this is kind of one of the principles of instruction as we move down through the tiers.  Okay.  So, that's 

kind of RtII in a nutshell.  I know that the way that it gets implemented across districts and across schools 

can look like different.  But I think most people agree on those [inaudible] on how they play out and 

[inaudible] those were district overwriting principles.  So, let's think about those principles and think about 

what happens in writing.  Okay.  Screening.  How do we screen kids for writing difficulties?  This is a big 

one.  A really big one.  We have very limited -- very --a very limited empirical based on what works for 

screening.  Does -- a little bit that has been done.  I've been involved in some of that with a colleague and 

we looked at just kindergarten and first grade, right, which for some of you is great.  I teach kindergarten 

and first grade.  For others of you wouldn't matter because you don't.  And I can tell you this, what we 



found is and we've used -- and for these we've developed curriculum based measurements of writing that 

are in some ways designed the analogous to ones used in reading, but they focus on writing skills.  We 

found that when we combine reading and writing screenings together that we're much better able to 

predict student writing outcomes.  Those work pretty well.  There's still -- a technical aspects of these are 

still not really ready for primetime.  So I'm not endorsing that for you right now.  They're also a little bit 

complicated using multiple ones, how you -- how you combine the scores and then figure out which kids 

needed screening or not.  What this means is we don't really have good screenings.  I can't tell you, you 

know what we need to use this, you know, or reading fluency and figure out who is in trouble.  It's not that 

simple, okay?  So, we're going to have to be a little more planful and a little more guarded about this.  So, 

screening's a bit of a problem.  Progress monitoring, also a problem.  Although we have sort of better 

measures across domains.  So, in handwriting, and we also use this to screen actually.  I can show you, 

I'll show you some norms later on for handwriting fluency that we can use and you can learn in first grade 

to second grade, that's helpful.  In spelling, we have -- it's sort of informal developmental inventories that 

we can use, right.  And I'm sure there's a number of you are familiar with various ones of those.  We'll talk 

about those to get a sense of how kids are making progress or not.  We also have some -- one -- some 

measures for progress monitoring, target composing.  Again, these are ones -- and they're very, very few 

that the colleagues and I worked on because it -- we've done through kindergarten and third grade.  And 

these are in curriculum based measurements of writing that have been found to be sensitive to growth 

overtime.  So, they were able to pick up student changes.  We don't know yet if they're sensitive to 

interventions.  We don't know yet that if you give students a specific writing intervention whether or not 

these measures will make it out.  And that's kind of the next step for a lot of this work for progress 

monitoring.  What that means in practice is we don't really have good progress monitoring.  Next page.  

And a story on evidence-based instruction is more positive.  You'll be up in the air.  In the last 20 years or 

so, the researched-based on writing instruction has really grown quite a bit and then the number of 

reports and meta-analysis that come out in the last 10 years have been really, really influential.  And 

we've been able to zero it on what we know works.  There's a number been listed up there.  I'll read them 

out to you.  They're -- all the things that I referenced in the top are underneath the end of the references 

so that you can use those.  But some of the questions that still remain, do you know that these reports 

gives a lot of information about what works and, you know, there are people who argue at some of these 

reports because some of them are based on experimental, experiments.  And so that, you know, research 

is not experimental in nature, it's difficult to -- you can't really use it for a meta-analysis.  And so that kind 

of throws a bit by your work away, but nevertheless these provide us with a nice sort of summary of things 

in my work.  But what we don't know is, well, what really works best for writers with different abilities with 

different meanings?  We have sort of a sense of that, but there's so much more work that we need to do 

to really figure that out.  And also and this is a big one and really essential for our talk today.  But we 

know very little about what are the best approaches at the different tiers.  What differentiates a really 

good Tier 3 intervention from a Tier 2 intervention?  We just don't have the data on that yet. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: Uh-hmm. 

DAVID COKER: All right.  So you're wondering, "Oh, my God, why [inaudible] understand that man?"  

Okay.  So what the hell is as I see it is not so much to make this up which I could probably do, but I'm not 

going to do that.  But rather the heck is a kind of a guy, how do you make these decisions when you're in 

a situation in your schools where you need to come up with a tier approach to writing?  How do you do 

that in a way that is responsible and, you know, it's going to work?  And that's what we're going after 

today.  How can you made good decisions about writing instruction with a tiered writing instruction given 

the whole [inaudible] phase?  And that's where we're going for.  Next.  So we know that to have a really 

full and elaborated RtII for writing approach, we need a strong empirical base and it's just not really there.  

And so we're operating kind of a deficit, but what I'm going to suggest in what's going to kind of organize 

the rest of the top, this is the approach that Fuchs and Fuchs talked about.  This is problem solving 

approach.  So RtII and you -- and you are probably familiar with this approach.  And it's really are 

operating principle because not only are we problem solving in really in the sense that they meant, in 

terms of, you know, how will we help kids who need help?  But we could also in problem solving in how 

do we figure out what to do [inaudible].  And so we're going to problem solving to figure out -- how do we 

figure out what our student needs and what are the best ways that they can meet those student needs 

given the limitations that [inaudible] over.  Okay.  So that was like a big preamble.  I laid out all my 

qualifications, all my reservations, now we're going forward.  All right.  Looking at Definite Tier 1, right.  I 

call that Definite Tier 1 not because that's what it's called, but because all the rest of the sections you're 

going to be, "Well, maybe Tier 1 or Tier 2 depending on a couple base."  This is definitely Tier 1 

approach.  This is what it kind of -- and you're definitely going to want to see in elementary classrooms.  

And to think about them, I want to draw on the number of these reports we've talked about to look at what 

are the conditions or the things that we know are important for writing instruction.  And these have 

emerged across several of these reports.  One of them -- this I think, I mean, excuse me actually it's not 

really funny, you know, in absolute sense, but I think it's kind of funny.  Daily writing time, right?  And the 

funny thing about this is that, you know, everybody recommends the kids to write everyday or maybe 

more practice but in the actuality, we don't actually know how well that works.  I think that's kind of funny 

because as I tell the undergraduates I teach that a lot of these things, it sort of like a free throw, right?  If 

you're in, you want to be a basketball star and you know the free throws count.  Well, what are you going 

to do to be a better free throw shooter? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Practice. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Practice, practice. 

DAVID COKER: And shoot free throws then?  You're going to practice.  Well, the same is true for 

academic skills, right?  If you want to be a better writer, if you want your students to be better writers they 

need to write, right?  So it needs to happen.  One of the things I'm involved in now is a project looking at 

writing instruction in first-grade classrooms.  And one of the things that we've learned this last year 



collecting data in a number of classrooms is that the amount of writing that is done is incredibly very well, 

and pretty much uniformly small.  There's not of a whole lot of writing happening, either the kids aren't 

writing much and they're not being taught very much.  So, this needs to happen and it can involve a 

number of things.  It's -- I would push -- be crazy enough to think about let's have and do work sheets.  

But rather let's think about extended tests, about opportunities for collaborative writing.  You know, the 

collaborative writing is a -- is a really effective -- an effective approach and the one that actually kids love 

a lot.  So that's the daily writing time that I still think is funny.  And we also know that teaching students 

the writing process helps.  And you're probably all familiar of the writing process.  There are number of 

ways that we can teach kids or help kids get into the -- we might call them the steps in that process.  And 

here's a list of them.  When I teach some strategies for say planning which is one of the writing process or 

revising for example to help them know how to do that.  One of the biggest complaints from teachers we 

see is that, you know, they say, "Oh, you know, I thought these kids are great writers, but when I asked 

them to revise they just changed the spelling or they put periods in or they erased periods or they don't 

really revise."  And I think it's probably for two reasons, one, it's hard, right?  We know it's hard.  It's hard 

for us.  It's hard if you're in second grade it's really hard.  But I think a bigger piece of that is that they 

don't know how.  It just, you know, they understand when you say, "I want you to revise," that they're 

supposed to do something to the text, but they really don't know what they're supposed to do and they 

were kind of lost.  And, you know, it's hard and so they do the best they can.  So we teach them how to 

do that.  When we get to the specific product goals -- produce goals, you know like lettuce, and tomatoes 

and salad and stuff.  Well, let's hope, that's the only typo, right?  It's particularly embarrassing as a writing 

person. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yeah. 

DAVID COKER: So, back in model, you know, editing.  So specific product goals, right?  You're asking 

them just to say, "Write a story that has, you know, more than one character."  You're asking them to 

write an opinion that say where they give some evidence for the kind of claim they make.  The more 

specific the product goal, the better kids do.  That's a great one.  Pre-writing activities, helping kids, you 

know, think about what they want to write about.  We know it's really hard for kids to write and for all of us 

to write sort of cold, you know, if I ask you, you know, write me an essay about, you know, the most 

frustrating thing for you this last school year.  Go.  Right?  That would -- you can do that I'm sure and 

actually it would probably really interesting to me [inaudible], but if I gave you some time you would do 

better than I would expect.  And then a study of models.  Let me show you what a good essay about what 

was frustrating last year looks like.  Maybe let me show you what a bad one looks like and let's talk about 

why it's bad.  So these are all things that are helpful.  I mean, these are all probably approaches that 

you've used in the various ways through things like writing workshop that we'll talk about this time.  

Another really important thing that we know works is teaching kids to be fluent in handwriting and spelling 

keyword.  This is -- it's kind of a bottleneck.  So if you as a writer are having a really hard time beginning 

your words down on the page because either you have to focus really hard to remember the letter forms 



or because maybe your fine letter skills are a little rough or because you don't know how to spell the 

words.  You're going to focus all these kind of same energy on getting that letter on the page and you 

don't have much leftover for what you want to say.  I have this great simulation where I have you like write 

with your left or your non-dominant hand now while you tab a rhythm on the -- on your other hand and 

then try to tell me something meaningful.  You can't do it.  I just need up all your working memory and you 

don't have a leftover and that's what happens with kids who have many problems.  So, we want to -- we 

want to automate that stuff as early as we can for kids.  So that it's not a barrier.  It's a lot like reading and 

reading full of [inaudible].  We don't want them to automate being able to decode words and read 

[inaudible] so they get to meet the same principle.  And then the last point which also doesn't have a 

whole item here for [inaudible].  We will then create an engaged community of writers and I think this is 

primarily formed because of the things around motivation and engagement.  All right.  We want kids to be 

motivated and we see a lot of kids who get disengaged for writing early and really don't like them.  In 

some ways it's not surprising.  I argue with writing is probably the most difficult cognitive task that we do.  

And, you know, math folks are going to disagree with me.  Reading people, yeah, I understand.  But it is 

really, really hard.  And then if you feel like you're all by yourself and you hate it and it's hard, you're not 

going to want to do it.  So if you can create a community that supports each other and is interested in 

pushing forward, it can really help.  Okay.  So those were all recommendations.  And I will encourage you 

is when you go back home to your home schools and you're thinking about, "What do we do for our Tier 1 

writing instruction?"  I would look at these recommendations and think about, "Are we doing these 

things?"  There are a lot of -- there are a lot of different ways to do these things.  There's no one right 

way, but these things are important to do.  And some common ways that you might do these things in Tier 

1, right?  The first is writing workshop, right?  And writing workshop, writer's workshop is, you know, 

pervasive across the country.  The thing that makes it really difficult from, let's say, research perspective 

or from a professional development perspective is that it looks different in almost every classroom you go.  

Teachers may do the same things or maybe do different things and may do different amounts of different 

things.  It -- so it looks different in different places and so makes it hard to say it's a great thing, it's not a 

great thing because it's a varied thing.  But each one of these things, if you look at the recommendations 

you can use to writer's workshop is we know when it's done well and it's effective.  Other commercial 

approaches or things like Step Up to Writing or 6+1 Traits.  So, all of these had sort of the limited support.  

So, really, my kind of take a message about these programs is -- use them with caution, carefully.  

There's not an MCL, there's not a curriculum that covers all the basics.  You're going to have to put things 

together.  So let me show an example of another approach in composing.  That is -- that it puts together 

or brings together a number of these recommendations.  So this is an approach that for a doctorate 

student of mine really sort of put together for a dissertation and it's -- it makes a lot of sense and it look 

familiar because it has lots and lots of elements to the writer's workshop, but it also includes a number of 

other things, things from strategy instruction, it make it more explicit and a little bit more focused to the 

writer's workshop.  Another thing that makes it, I think particularly important and effective now in the world 



of the common core is that it's genre-based.  All right.  And so if you look at the -- and I'm sure you have 

the common core standards for writing for the texts.  You know, kids are expected from kindergarten to be 

writing in three different genres.  All right.  So you might say what happen -- what is a -- what is an 

opinion essay look like for a kid?  That's a -- that's a pretty good question.  Right.  How do we teach kids 

to do that?  Well, this approach -- and what we're going to talk about, the examples I'm going to show 

you.  I will -- let's think about what it looks like to teach opinion essays in first grade.  How can we do that?  

So, that makes it really helpful.  It's -- she's -- she done some study with it and it's got some empirical 

support with it.  It's a limited amount of empirical support sort of like everything else.  But the nice thing 

about this is it draws on and as you'll see a number of these recommendations that I gave before so that 

it's building on what we know.  Okay.  She calls it Examine, Critique and Produce.  And I'm going to kind 

of walk you through the different elements that are -- it's kind of -- it's a three -- there's sort of three 

instructional stages or phases that it goes through.  So, first where students examine the genre.  And this 

is one of the big problems, right?  So particularly do you think about opinion writing in first grade or 

kindergarten or second grade.  Students may not understand the genre at all.  They may have very 

limited exposure to it as a text form, and may really need to learn about it first before they're really able to 

produce it.  So, first is this examination period.  And then there's a critiquing period where using models 

and checklist you figure out students develop in understanding what are the important parts of this genre?  

What are the things that make an opinion essay?  You see better opinions instead.  And then, how can I 

look at a text and decide, is it an opinion essay or not.  And is it a good opinion essay or not and why?  

And once they do -- can do that, then we move into what she calls the Produce Stage where kids begin to 

produce these texts.  And first they do it orally.  So particularly thinking first grade, like you want to try to 

manage some of those transcription difficulties.  Give them practice, producing it orally before you ask 

them to write.  And you're also supporting them as they begin to write.  So you may have them do some 

collaborative work.  You may use things like templates that help them get their ideas down and again a 

sort of scaffold way.  Okay.  So let's look at this.  But before we do, let me show an example.  This is an 

example of an opinion essay written by a first grader.  Her name is Sue.  And this is a book review and 

usually a kind of opinion essays that we're going to talk about.  So she had read a book and then wrote 

her review of it.  Can you see that? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yeah.  Yeah. 

DAVID COKER: We have it [inaudible].  Can you see that over here?  Right? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Uh-hmm. 

DAVID COKER: So if you look at this, I won't read it you because [inaudible].  She -- I think she did a 

great job.  She's got a claim in there and she's using evidence from the text.  It's nice details.  All right.  

This would be an example of an opinion essay and it would meet easily all the criteria for the common 

core first grade.  And a lot of you are thinking, wow.  If you're first grade teacher, I would love to see my 

first grade.  Yeah. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: She's really good. 

DAVID COKER: I'll show you another opinion and this where -- the easy part is good but you can see -- I'll 

you show you sort of three versions before and after and then four weeks after.  And you can see the kind 

of progress of what the child makes, right?  But this is what we're going for.  And I'm going to argue that 

it's not unattainable.  Sometimes these common core standards look completely unattainable.  And I think 

in writing they really aren't.  I think they are attainable.  I think the reason that they seemed so hard for us 

is that we really haven't teaching writing very well.  And I can't speak for you guys.  I know that in a lot of 

schools I'm in, we're not teaching writing very well.  And I think when we start teaching writing well, kids 

are going to be able to do things like this.  As well as Sue, sorry.  Okay.  So this first phase, this is the 

Examine Phase.  And this is where students see lots of examples of what the target genre is.  So when 

we're thinking about -- and Sarah who is my student, Sarah McGraw.  When she did the study she was 

using book reviews.  So she has a number of book reviews of books and so they would -- what she would 

do first with the kids is read them two book reviews and say, ''Okay.  Which of these books do you want 

me to read to you?"  And so the kids were using these book reviews for authentic reason, to choose a 

book to read aloud.  So it uses the read aloud for vocabulary instruction.  She didn't really care which 

book they chose because they both did know what she wanted them to do, but she wanted them to start 

getting familiar with these book reviews.  Right?  And so then they -- after they do that of a couple of 

lessons, they will start talking about the features of the book review.  What are the things that makes a 

book review a book review?  And this is -- you can see sort of a list they generated together that she 

obtained -- that she has been trying to have.  Once that students generate a list, in some cases kids 

leaves stuff out.  Like they don't -- they don't really identify everything that's important and in the end the 

teacher needs to be explicit about, you know, you need to have evidence directly from the book or you 

need to have an own opinion or something like that, whatever it is, the features that you want to -- kids to 

know which are specified in common core standard.  It's just simple as that.  And they generate this list 

together.  At the end of this phase, before you move on, what you want to do is you want to make sure 

the kids are able to identify this genre.  And so it's really kind of easy.  You can give them two texts.  One 

is a book review and one that's not.  And say, "All right.  Which one is the book review you want?"  If they 

can do that, it tells you, okay, they does something about book reviews.  Let's go to the next stage.  If 

they can't, I suggest maybe in the -- you know, the kids who can't, need a little more of this.  Like maybe 

this is an opportunity for kind of a small group work what might look like Tier 2.  Okay.  The second phase 

is the -- is what she calls the Critique Phase, right?  And this is where they take in that list of all the 

important parts and turned it into a checklist.  Right?  So now we're looking at additional more book 

reviews than had been published.  And we're saying, "Okay.  How does this book review suck out?  Let's 

critique.  Does it have the things we want it to have?"  Right.  And you can see here is -- I'm sorry, a list of 

things.  Does it have an interesting introduction that grabs the readers' attention?  You can pull whatever 

you want on your checklist.  Right?  You want to have the things that the standards require, but you can 

add other things that you think were important as well.  Right?  When -- and then one of the things you 



can do, once the kids are able to critique these different ones is you can take sample of book review, cut 

it up into strips sentence by sentence and have them organize.  So that if they're really understanding 

they can underline structure of the genre.  Right?  In the end you want to do another informal 

assessment.  You give them a good one and a bad one.  And you say, "Tell me which is a good one and 

bad one and why."  So if they're able to critique, this gives you more insight on how effective it is.  All 

right.  And then the last phase is the Producing Phase.  And this is where we're asking kids to produce.  

All right.  At this point, actually, our kids understand what the genre is and they understand the difference 

between a good and a bad -- a bad version of the genre.  All right.  Sorry.  So first we ask them to 

produce it orally.  So we're just going to take all the potential road blocks with spelling and handwriting off 

the table and have them do it orally after the teacher models it.  All right.  And as you'd say all of this is 

happening.  Teachers modeling it first and kids are then able to do it.  A lot of times in say pairs or small 

groups before they do it individually.  And after they've done it orally, then you might have them write it 

with a template depending on student needs.  And a template -- and I'll skip for ward in the back.  So 

here's a demo what a template might look like.  Right?  Where you -- you've got it kind of a skeleton of it.  

And then they need to fill [inaudible] content.  And you can make your template more or less supportive 

depending on your kids needs.  Okay.  So they do template and then they may do it together in groups or 

pairs.  So it is still scaffolding and less scaffolding before they're finally asked to do it individually.  And 

then at the end of that you're going to assess how well they're able to write it independently.  And you can 

use your template.  Okay.  So when we evaluate this, you think about the recommendations.  These are 

the recommendations we talked about earlier and here is sort of how it's boxed up.  Daily writing time, I 

left that blank.  Right?  It kind of depends on how often you do it.  And also with this approach, they're not 

actually writing through all the lessons.  So it doesn't really need that criterion.  But for these other ones, 

it's doing all of these things except for teaching to fluency in handwriting because [inaudible].  You can 

use this for all of these.  All right.  So -- and here is another example.  Here's a girl -- first grader Maria.  

So she wrote a book review before the instruction and that's the first one [inaudible].  I like school part 

because I like school.  All right.  So then, here is her book review after the instruction was over.  She's 

reading a book called Franklin in the Dark.  And that's definitely good.  It sounds good as Sue's one that 

we looked at earlier, but she's making a claim, she's showing some evidence.  And four weeks later, 

same sort of thing.  Maria had kind of weird thing going on.  But [inaudible].  Okay.  So that's an example 

of Tier 1 Composition Instruction that you can do with the whole group.  And at -- the thing that -- I'm not 

saying that's what you should do, but I am saying whatever you do do, I would think about it in terms of 

these genres.  Is what you're doing is it following these recommendations or things that we know work. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: David. 

DAVID COKER: Yes? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Some clarification on [inaudible] in your example.  The students were actually spot 

what book review they want first. 



DAVID COKER: Uh-hmm. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And then they were given two book reviews.  The Examine came in at -- when 

they were comparing the two books. 

DAVID COKER: Yes. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay. 

DAVID COKER: Yes.  Yes, ma'am. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER:  All right. 

DAVID COKER: So we have a bunch of book reviews. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So, it's kind of a pre-step. 

DAVID COKER: Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay. 

DAVID COKER: It is.  And that -- I think that's a -- that's a really good question.  When we think about kids 

having to write three genres particularly in opinion and sort of informational explanatory genres in the 

common core, early in elementary school, they may have had very little exposure to these genres.  Right?  

They may not really understand what they are.  And so I think it's absolutely crucial that we teach them 

what the genres are.  And you can do it -- you might think of that as literally reading instruction.  Great.  

You know, it doesn't really matter where is that, what is it, it's all kind of [inaudible].  But if we want kids to 

be able to write these things, we're going to have to teach them before it.  Yeah. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Can you state a little bit to collaborative writing?  I think -- well, I think that, you 

know, because the kids [inaudible] together in two more [inaudible] what do you mean and [inaudible] a 

lot of that, how many support can we set there?  Collaborative [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: Okay.  That's a great question.  So collaborative writing.  I think there are a couple of 

things that make it more successful.  One of it is having sort of specific product goals, you know.  

Whatever you're asking the kids to do you need to be very clear about it because they either get confused 

or sort of distracted.  And the question of people's roles is really important too.  And depending on what 

you're asking them to do, you might assign roles to kids knowing their strengths and weaknesses.  Right?  

So if you know the kid who has -- his handwriting is really slow and laborious, you're not going to ask that 

person to kind of scroll their group's ideas for example.  So it requires structure like that.  And as you start 

to do collaborative writing, I would start with very small tasks with groups or pairs.  And I have them do 

that and have them be successful and slowly build the size and complexity of those tasks because I think 

if you start and say, okay, here's my small group, you know, imagine I want you guys [inaudible] right?  

They're going to wipeout.  All right.  And you can start and say, okay, you know, I want you guys to list 



three things from what we just read if they are good or whatever.  That's going to -- they're going to be 

able to do that and slowly build that up.  With writing, you know, we have to think kind of a long term and 

we have to kind of build these structures and these approaches over time.  It's not -- there's -- because 

there's not a magic bullet that we can kind of use. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Is there good reasons you have just first to actually look, you know, what the rules 

are and instruction [inaudible] and assemble it and… 

DAVID COKER: For collaborative writing?  I'm going to think about that and go back to you. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay. 

DAVID COKER: That's a -- that's a great question. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay. 

DAVID COKER: I think the kind of rules that I'm getting here, rules, you got that on video, are based on 

sort of my reading and my experience, I'm not -- I can't think of a document or a collection about these if 

you need those rules.   That is a great idea. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] mention that. 

DAVID COKER: There you go.  [inaudible] 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I would recommend that in collaborative learning structures… 

DAVID COKER: Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …that would be a great resource to go to, talking about simultaneous work and 

participation and all of that stuff and… 

DAVID COKER: And that's a great point because I think you're going to want to go probably outside of the 

writing literature and look at what makes collaborative work effective in any domain.  And then you guys 

[inaudible] Okay.  So, assessment in Tier 1, right?  So, well, let's say we've done some sort of writing 

instruction with our kids.  We need to figure out, well, that worked because maybe some of our kids need 

more support.  We also want to know, "Hey, it didn't work."  So, you know, how do we both -- it's this 

question again, figure out who's in trouble and see if they're making progress.  We're going to have to 

make some decisions here, right?  Because as we said, there's not -- we don't have all the assessments 

that we needed.  And one way to think about this is using a criterion-referenced assessment, right?  This 

is a little bit different than, say, a norm-referenced one.  So when we think about an oral reading fluency 

test we give kids, that's more referenced.  I mean, that was wherever you want kids in different points of 

the year end at the grade level.  We already know that in writing, but we have criteria that we want kids to 

meet [inaudible] right?  So, we're going to apply those criteria and our criteria are going to be [inaudible] 

experience, right?  or I'm going to say, well, because right now I'm going to say that's what the criteria or 



you may say, well, actually we have additional criteria and that is fine.  And so the -- so we can use those, 

we can also use our informal assessments from instruction, right?  So, you think about in the -- and what 

we just talked about, at the end of each of those phases, we gave the kids an informal assessment to 

see, well, you know, do they understand what the genre is, are they able to identify good and bad 

examples of it?  That -- that's going to give us some information about how successful our intervention is 

or our instructions, right?  So, when we think about a criterion-referenced assessment, well, here we go.  

Here's your common core standards for third grade, the text types and purposes standard.  All right.  We 

can take you these standards and use them to design a criterion-referenced group.  It may -- might then 

apply to the writing the kids are doing, the writing the kids are… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: Sounds like it.  Writing kids?  All right.  [inaudible].  Okay.  So they're the standards I'll 

walk you through [inaudible].  Here's an example of a rubric that you might design that draws on the 

standards.  All right?  And so each of the domain -- each of the domain's -- it sort of cut there.  I'm sorry.  

So this is absent, sort of barely present, actually you have the evidence, you know… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: You're -- okay.  So, the rows are the domains from the standards.  And then what we've 

done is we've looked at each of those domains and said, well, what constitutes fully meeting the 

standards, what constitutes partially meeting the standards and what constitutes barely meeting the 

standards, and then not meeting the standard at all.  [inaudible] and may have something [inaudible] and 

this is going to give you this kind of analytic criterion-based reference -- test.  It's going to give you ideas 

about what kids are able to do and what they're not able to do and it's going to help -- also tell you what 

your instruction needs to look.  So -- and you can -- you may need to design these or build these based 

on your grade level and the genres that you're focusing on, you know, at a certain point.  And you can use 

this before you teach it if you have the students do kind of a pretest and at the end of it to see how much 

did they learn or what did they learn or [inaudible].  And then we talked about the informal assessments, 

right?  So if kids, during instruction, if they don't meet the guidelines for these informal assessments, well, 

that may qualify then for small group more intensive work because you don't want to hold everybody back 

for a small group, but you can call a small group and try to build up their skills.  Okay.  So then this 

becomes your question, right?  You got kids who perform differently.  How do you make a decision to 

create a Tier 2 group for them?  And that's the tough one.  And it's based on kind of your assessments.  

How do they look, you know.  Do you have all of your kids not meeting certain criteria?  If that's the case, 

maybe then it doesn't make sense to go to Tier 2 for that or rather you address that Tier 1.  If you've got a 

small group, maybe it does.  But it's also, as you all know, it's also deeply impacted by the resources you 

have available to your school.  You know, do you have, you know, help -- pushing help volunteers, 

whatever who could help the small group.  So if you have a lot of resources, then you maybe more likely 

to focus for small group work when they need it if you hard-pressed and that decision will change them.  



So, you're weighing these things [inaudible] that is to say there are no cut stores that we could advice.  

There are no hard-pressed criteria.  Let's talk about spelling and handwriting and sentence combining.  

And I'm going to set these up as Tier 1 and/or 2 and then for each one of these, I'll talk about how -- what 

is it going to look like and what it might mean.  When we talk about spelling -- I love this [inaudible].  This 

is my daughter, Helena, when she as in kindergarten and she wrote this note to her brother, Tobias, 

right?  You might be able to actually read this. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: It moves your faith. 

DAVID COKER: [inaudible] group of primary teachers getting [inaudible] 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yes. 

DAVID COKER: If you take [inaudible] sort of a random sample of adults, they're lost.  [inaudible] guys, 

right?  All right.  So she goes, "What is your favorite sport?  Baseball.  I love you, Tobias from Helena.  All 

right.  I know, right?  It happens in age [inaudible].  She probably [inaudible] the head a month later then.  

So one of the things that makes this hard to read is her spelling is, you know, unconventional, right?  The 

point is is the spelling matters a lot.  Her message -- this is a message that, you know, my wife and I love 

to see, right?  We really want her to get that message out.  We really want her brother to hear that.  But if 

we can't read it, the message doesn't get out, right?  So we know that spelling is massively important.  

And we know that, when I think about spelling, there's two things that I really want to kind of underscore 

for you, first of all, and this is a phrase that Gentry and Graham use a lot, it's spelling is something that 

needs to be taught not caught, All right?  Spelling is -- it's not -- it's not like oral language that if you hang 

around with people, if you're, you know, babying a child, you hang around with people speaking English, 

you're going to end up speaking in English.  If you hang around with people who are writing, you're not 

necessarily going to be spelling well, right?  It really -- spelling really needs to be taught.  Also, and this is 

really important, is that spelling is absolutely central to good writing.  A lot of times we think about spelling 

as the skill and we -- and I know I certainly think about the spelling instruction that I had as a -- as a 

student.  And, you know, it was a lot about [inaudible] and memorization and [inaudible] spelling test.  

And, you know, like -- just like you guys, we're probably good in school that's why we're back in school, 

right?  So, I can do that.  I can memorize those words and do that spelling test.  But, you know, there are 

a lot of kids wherein that doesn't work at all and we really need to have good set of spelling instruction.  A 

research-based in spelling is really quite good.  We know a whole lot about spelling instructions, so we 

really had zero excuses for that spelling instruction.  So, let me give you some sort of tenets -- basic 

tenets of good spelling instruction.  It should happen at Tier 1.  All right.  So I'm going to talk about each 

of these a little bit.  First is using developmentally appropriate words.  So I'm going to give you -- I'm going 

to show you an example of what not to do.  All right?  This -- all right.  And on the webs -- on the -- on the 

web, we can get all kinds of great stuff, right?  So, you know, spelling words for Halloween, you drop that 

[inaudible] and you're going to get something like this.  So why do you think I would put this up here as an 

example of what not to do?  Why would -- this is not [inaudible] 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: If these words are all of -- all right, sorry.  The only thing that unites these words is the 

theme, right?  It's all about Halloween.  But we know that spelling development is a progression that we 

can really chart.  And then kids, they're really learning first about that.  The relation between sounds and 

letters and then they're learning about patterns that happen within words, right?  And then -- I mean, this 

is really rough, we all are and we're learning about bigger units, about meaning units, morphemes.  And 

for us, you know, it's really about sort of like Latin and Greeks roots and things that influence both the 

meaning of the word but also how it's [inaudible] and how it's spelled.  So, these words are all over the 

map.  They don't share similar -- anything, right, except for the theme.  And what we want to do in spelling 

instruction is teach kids that, look, the system actually makes a lot of sense.  There is a lot of regularity in 

the spelling system.  There is way more regularity than there is irregularity.  And, you know, you think 

about grab the person on the street and say, "What do you think of the English spelling system?"  And I'm 

like, "It's crazy.  It's completely random."  That's not true.  It's just not true at all.  And we want to teach 

kids these patterns.  Okay.  So, I'm sorry.  [inaudible].  So developmentally appropriate words, what does 

that mean?  Well, there's kind of two ways we can think about that.  One way is thinking about words in 

terms of frequency.  How frequently they show up in the lexicon, in [inaudible] text, all right?  So it makes 

a lot of sense.  We're going to teach kids words that show up a lot because they're going to [inaudible] but 

we also want to marry that with what we know about spelling development and we can figure out sort of 

where the kids are developmentally and teach to them -- teach them what they need to know.  Teach 

them the kinds of features that they may be using but confusing at the same time [inaudible].  Do you 

want to choose your words, thought, not like the zombies from the last one.  Okay.  So that's the first one, 

developmentally appropriate words.  Very important for spelling.  Here's another approach.  They -- we 

know words really well.  It's -- we call it pretest-post test structure, right?  Basically, all you're trying to do 

is figure out what words that kids need to study this week.  And so you may remember in school, if you 

are a good speller, there are plenty of weeks when you didn't really have to study your spellings words, 

right?  But you can spell them.  One might ask, what was the point?  I don't know, all right? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Get a good grade. 

DAVID COKER : You get your grade.  You did that, everybody was happy, but you didn't really learn 

anything, you know about spelling.  So this -- the pretest-posttest structure, you know, at the beginning of 

the spelling unit in this week, or whatever it might be for you.  You give the kids a pretest.  And if they get 

the words right then they don't need to take them on a posttest.  All right.  So then they can focus on the 

words that they need to work on.  Another approach is word sorting, right?  And this is an approach -- in 

fact, many of you may be familiar with where you're categorizing words based on their pattern.  So 

imagine that, you know, you're teaching kids initial blends and you're looking at sort of VL's and ST's and 

you've got words on cards and you're having them sort the words based on that initial blend.  What that's 

doing is it's highlighting for them the parts of the words that are important, it's allowing them to see these 



categories, it's also allowing them to kind of manipulate these words and to be kind of engaged with the 

task and you can go from word sorting from sorting pictures based on sound to a much more 

sophisticated sorts.  I do -- I do once with my undergraduates where they sort words based on common 

roots and they had to tell me what the root means and they had a really hard time about it.  They can sort 

-- sometimes put the words together.  But, you know, there are all this lacking roots that we might have 

and so, you know, sorting is -- it's a wonderful practice because it can really scale up and down really 

quick. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: In the list, you put word sorting down a little further, was that purposeful in your list 

of items?  Is that purposeful for the rule or the pattern as it's supposed to be taught first or is the word 

sorting point kind of used as an activator? 

DAVID COKER: I think if kids are -- well, one of the rules for word sorting is you want to focus on the 

pattern that kids are kind of using but confusing, so you'd -- you want to make sure that it's not a -- say a 

pattern that's way ahead of them developmentally, right.  It's right -- okay.  So these are approaches to 

spelling that we know work.  They're easy.  A lot of these are sort of baked in to commercial spelling 

programs, right.  So you can look at your -- the spelling program that you make use and say, "Okay, 

maybe it does all these things."  And actually in a second, I'm going to show a way to actually evaluate 

yourself further but assessing spelling.  How do we do that?  Well, there's lots of different ways.  One of 

the things we know as we talk about spelling develops in a predictable fashion and so we can actually 

track kids across time in terms of how well they're learning the features we think they should learn, right?  

And there's a number of developmental spelling inventories that are out there, they're on the market that 

you may have access to that you can give to kids.  And you can use these spelling inventories to sort of 

track spelling progress, but also to group kids for spelling instruction so that you have sort of homogenous 

groups.  One of the things that you will probably never find is a classroom where all the kids are right at 

the same level, but I guess you could, you could potentially engineer that at the beginning of the year.  

But I've never seen it happen.  So you're probably going to have some small groups and you can use 

these inventories to figure out, you know, what the groups are.  Here's an example of the one from Words 

Their Way.  And, you know, there are a bunch of different ones.  I don't really -- it doesn't really matter 

what you use.  You can make your own once you understand the developmental sequence.  You just 

need items that map on to the features of your target.  And so this is a feature guide so they're -- the 

words are lifted -- listed down the left and you're actually only interested in specific features of the words 

because they map on the developmental sequence, so you start with initial consonants and then you're 

looking at final consonants and then you're looking at medial vowels and then short vowels.  And then 

you're looking at digraphs and blends and long vowel patterns.  This is a developmental sequence. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Do they have that -- they have that available in Words Their Way by [inaudible]? 

DAVID COKER: There's a primary one and then there's an elementary spelling inventory, that's the 

secondary one.  So the thing is within, say, a secondary classroom, you're going to have kids kind of all 



over.  So you have some kids where spelling as well as a high school or like we expect to see, other kids 

who really are spelling very poorly, so. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I'm sorry, it's just because I can't see it here. 

DAVID COKER: Right. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: It's organized by pattern. 

DAVID COKER: Yes. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: The introduction of the pattern? 

DAVID COKER: Well, the assessment is really -- is organized by a pattern, so it doesn't -- the initial parts, 

so they aren't really patterns, they're just consonants. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Like alphabetic, yeah. 

DAVID COKER: Exactly.  It's all -- it's all drawing on the alphabetic principle.  And then it moves into 

patterns, this sort of what they call the Within Word Pattern.  So those are things like vowel themes and 

some consonant theme.  And then you get into what they call syllables and affixes which are things like 

multisyllabic words where you've got non-stressed syllables.  So that's where you -- like the schwa shows 

up, or some [inaudible] and then farther along it's -- you can't see this out on this one, but then you got 

what they call derivational relations.  So these are meaning-based prefix, so there are Latin and Greek 

prefixes, suffixes.  And that's where Halloween in vocabulary go like this, all right?  So if you understand 

what these prefixes and roots and things mean, we'll be able to spell it which will -- also would figure out 

what the word means.  All right.  When you think about like studying for the SAT, all right, you study all of 

those words, that's what that's about.  All right.  I got this.  Okay.  So the assessment data for spelling is a 

couple of practices.  We can use it to figure out where kids are and that's why I'm using a screen kind of 

in quotes there.  Where they are and to see if they're making progress, all right?  So that the individual 

level where they are.  Their classroom, you might use it to build these groups, right?  And to see if 

overtime, how's that group doing?  If -- and whether or not we need to reconfigure these groups because 

in the end, some kids make more progress than others and what really, you know, make it -- it could be 

better if you made a different group and have more of a dynamic group.  So -- and we'll say this 

exquisitely, I'm not pushing any spelling curriculum.  What I will push though is that whatever curriculum 

you may use, you go and evaluate it and there's a frame report online called Why Teach Spelling?  And 

the link is in the reference pages.  If you just type in Why Teach Spelling, it will pop up.  And in it, its got 

this gray -- there's a page of it that I copied, but it's multiple pages, it's a way to evaluate your spelling 

program and does your spelling program do the things that good spelling program is able to do?  And so I 

would encourage you to look at that.  I have to tell you some more stories about the spelling programs 

that are used in some schools that I've been.  We're going to talk about that.  So here's the question, 

spelling -- and where does it fit in the tiers?  Is it Tier 1 or Tier 2?  I'm going to say it's definitely Tier 1.  



We definitely need to teach kids how to spell absolutely in elementary school.  We've got to do that and I 

think really good spelling instruction is going to pay huge dividends in kids right.  They are intricately 

linked and it will also pay huge dividends in their reading.  All right?  One of the things we know about 

reading and writing is that if a kid can spell a word, the kid can always read, always read.  So, you can't 

teach kid that could read a word, but can't really spell it, right?  You've seen this.  So the more words they 

spell, you absolutely know they can read those and those text.  Then the question of Tier 2, absolutely 

yes, you want to look at where your students are.  And you're going to have some kids whose spelling 

really needs extra attention and definitely, I'd say give that to them, give them more intense instruction, 

give them more attention, you know, get it harder with them because they -- it really pays dividends.  

Okay.  All right.  Time is ticking.  Yes.  Handwriting Instruction, I'm going to go really fast with the 

Handwriting Instruction.  I -- Handwriting Instruction is massively important and it's easy to do, but it 

makes a huge difference early on.  We know that handwriting, you're going to -- here's the one 

handwriting system I got give you that says [inaudible] jaws to the floor.  Handwriting fluency, not just -- 

not immunity but fluency, how accurately and quickly you can get the letters on the page is a predictor of 

writing quality of a quality of what you can write all the way up through elementary school until, are you 

ready?  9th grade.  Let me just let that sink in. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: There you go. 

DAVID COKER: Okay?  All right?  Handwriting fluency has been shown to be a strong predictor of writing 

quality through 9th grade.  9th grade.  It's the bottom, right?  So I live in Delaware.  I -- right near I-95.  If 

you've ever been on 95, first, my condolences, if you've ever been on 95, right, you're driving 95 and 

suddenly traffic stops, you don't know what's going on and finally as you creep up, you see, you know, 

some guy's pull off the road and change his tire and everybody wanted to look.  Well, it creates this huge 

bottleneck just like handwriting does.  So handwriting is everybody stopping to look at the guy changing 

the tire and so all the other things with the writing process get backed up.  And so it's absolutely crucial to 

have [inaudible] handwriting.  Okay.  I will talk about -- and look at this.  Here you go.  So what do we 

know about handwriting instruction?  And we know in time, it's actually -- it's really well-researched.  

Handwriting and spelling are -- we know a lot about how to do that.  We want -- we want handwriting 

lessons to have a logical sequence, to make sense for us.  And there are a number of features that we 

want our handwriting instruction to meet and I'm not going to talk about each of those because I'm 

running short of time.  I think they're pretty very transparent.  All right.  It's just similarities.  Another thing 

that's really important is, and this seems kind of obvious, but we want to give kids instruction in how to 

form letters, all right?  Because, there are efficient ways to write letters and there are inefficient ways, so 

we want to teach them the efficient ways.  I say ways, there's not one way that's the right way.  There are 

lots of different approaches, but we want to teach them a good approach and one of the things that has 

been shown to work is showing -- giving kids diagrams with arrows like that.  Using those things to teach 

how to form letters makes the difference.  Explicit hands-on instruction and how to do it.  This might seem 

kind of obvious but it's not.  I could tell you stories about, you know, like my own son in school who -- his 



handwriting was , of course, miserable.  This is -- it's just how that he works and his teachers said, "Oh 

yeah, he -- you know, he does -- we have handwriting, so whenever he finishes everything else, he's 

supposed to do his handwriting in that notebook that's sort of buried deep in his desk."  I was like, "Yeah, 

that's working great."  So we're going to teach him, like we don't -- he hates handwriting, he's bad at it and 

we want him to do it on his own time, okay, let's get out.  Okay.  Instruction should be brief.  This is how 

humans learn best, not actually if -- not even sessions, but in routine sessions, so 10 or 15 minutes a day, 

three to four, five days a week, overtime.  There are a lot of good handwriting programs out there.  Once 

again, I'm not advocating for anyone, so what you want to do is look at what you might use and figure out 

does it map on to these things.  Another option that you can use, and I can -- I can advocate this one 

because it's free, I don't have anything skinned in the game here.  It's this CASL curriculum and this is 

developed by Steve Graham and his associates years ago when they were at Vanderbilt.  It's up online 

for free.  They have done -- they've used it in a number of studies, in first grade and it works well.  If you 

want it, you take it and use it.  So how do you assess handwriting?  Really, really, easy.  It's a fluency 

task.  Let's try.  I'm going to give you 15 seconds, okay?  I'll tell when to start.  What I want you to do is to 

write the alphabet, A,B,C,D, you know how it goes, in lower case letters. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Cursive or… 

DAVID COKER: Yeah, you can do cursive for it.  Yeah.  You can write it in cursive [inaudible] All right.  

Are you ready?  Go.  Stop.  Okay.  So, look at that.  You made it in a second.  Look.  Fantastic.  You can 

count the number of legible letters.  Those are pretty good.  But sometimes, they're a mess, right?  If you 

can't really tell what it is, it doesn't count.  Here are norms, right.  Look at the difference between what you 

wrote in 15 seconds and what first graders, second graders and third graders might have written.  I'm -- I 

expect that you'd do better.  How did that -- are you guys just talking about me?  Yeah.  Okay.  So you 

can do this for your kids and get a sense of where they are.  It's just about as easy as it was there.  

Okay?  And there's a standardized version of this as in assessment called POW, that's [inaudible] 

Berninger's assessment.  The Harris ones is pretty straightforward.  Okay.  Handwriting, Tier 1 or Tier 2?  

I would say definitely you want to do it Tier 1 up through 2nd grade.  And then, you know, if you got kids 

who need it in Tier 2, but, you know, if their -- if their handwriting, you know, they understand the letter 

formation, that's part of the task.  Okay?  So when you say write the letter G, they don't have to think 

about how it's done.  They can just do it like we do.  That means it's already taught, then you're okay.  But 

you definitely want to have good handwriting instruction in kindergarten and 1st grade.  Now, just like the 

spelling, that's going to pay huge dividends down the road.  Yes? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I've worked with three to four kids and they like to learn letters.  Most of them 

started lettering down the bottom and go up. 

DAVID COKER: Right. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: I don't work with other kids, so I don't know if they do the same thing, but it seems 

like they're pretty matched up.  Is there any [inaudible] on that? 

DAVID COKER: That's an interesting -- I don't know of any research of the relationship between reading 

level and handwriting formation.  I would suspect that the reason they do that is because they haven't 

been taught how to do it the right way, you know.  And you can see kids whose handwriting is actually 

good and who are pretty fast, who don't form letters the same way you do, , I mean, that's okay, we have 

vary -- we have variance.  If I walked around the room and looked, some of you might hold your pens or 

pencils in ways that we wouldn't teach our kids how to do it.  You might formulate letters slightly 

differently.  That's okay, but you definitely want to avoid that because once he's learned how to like get it 

in their heads, it's hard to shake it. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: It's not like hard to work on that. 

DAVID COKER: Right. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And [inaudible] it sounds like. 

DAVID COKER: All right.  Yeah, that's why we want to start early with this instruction.  Okay.  We're going 

to talk about sentence combining real quickly.  How many of you here ever heard of sentence combining?  

Oh, that's great.  Okay.  So this is sort of the approach to grammar instruction, right?  Here's the line that 

gets me in trouble with teachers, in particular secondary teachers.  There's a lot of research that shows 

that traditional grammar instruction does not help kids write.  It does not improve writing.  Well, yeah, see 

that faces?  All right.  This is where I get into trouble.  All right.  What if it does help their ability to do 

grammar?  Right.  So you just have to decide what your goal is, right?  If you want to be able to identify a 

positive then that's great, and no reasons to do that.  But if you're doing it for --if you're teaching them, 

you know, parts of speech for -- to improve their writing, it's not really going to help.  Sentence combining 

can do that and this really exercises and helping kids learn how to combine sentences in ways it make 

sense.  Oh, this book, Bruce Saddler has a book and I think it's 2012.  It -- from Guilford.  It's great.  So, if 

you're interested in doing it, I would -- I recommend this book because it -- I think it has really the best 

description of how to do this.  There's kind of two types of exercises, well, they're called cued and un-

cued.  The cued are easier, you're telling kids how you want them to come out in the sentences and the 

open one, like you are sort of free, they're a little bit harder.  So, cued ones looks like this.  You give two 

sentences.  The class was interesting and the class was long.  And then you say, "Okay, I want you to 

move the long into the first sentence."  How would you do that?  So, that's a cued.  Open, you know, you 

just ask to combine two sentences.  It was cold out and it was raining.  And these are kind of easy 

examples.  [inaudible] Let me give you a chance to try it.  So, here's an open example that is bigger than 

the sentence level.  So, this is at the paragraph level.  So what I want you to do is to combine the kernel 

sentences in each set, in set A and set B, into -- in each set into one grammatically complete sentence 

and then arrange the sentences to form a logically meaningful paragraph.  And these are ones from To 



Kill a Mockingbird, right?  [inaudible] Thinking about how you would do set A, he turned out the light, he 

went into Jem's room.  And in set B, he would be there all night.  He would be there when Jem waked up.  

Jem waked up in the morning.  [inaudible] This is a little bit harder, right?  The cool thing is -- I know 

you're still puzzled through this, but I'm running out of time.  The cool thing is I could walk around and we 

would have slightly different answers.  There's not one right answer.  You could argue the [inaudible] 

answer's the one right answer, but, you know, we could come up with other meaningful approaches to 

this, like writers organize and puts this together in different ways that they make sense.  So, as long as it's 

grammatically correct and it makes sense, there's going to be multiple right answers.  All right.  So, I'm 

going to sort of zip through [inaudible] because same thing [inaudible] I think -- I think -- I think it's really 

good in Tier 1, but you may also want to use it in Tier 2.  All right.  Oh, yes.  So, Tier 2 composition.  

When we think about what do we need to do with Tier 2, there's two ways to think about it: it can be sort 

of enhance what we've already done, so we're going to need more time, more intensity, or it can be a new 

approach.  One new approach is Self-Regulated Strategy Development, and this is probably the best 

study approach to writing instruction that we have.  This is the approach that Karen Harris and Steve 

Graham developed, there's a -- there's a lot of research on it.  It's really designed for either individual or 

small group work.  And it's designed to teach kids strategies for planning and revising a variety of genres.  

One of the things that makes it really unique is that coupled with these cognitive strategies are self-

regulatory strategies, strategies to help kids plan what they're doing, to help kids sustain motivator and 

not being discouraged.  And these things work really effectively.  As honesty, there's a great -- where am 

I?  There, our collaborative strategies is also in your reference list.  As honesty, it revealed really effective 

Tier 2, alternative approach to composition.  It's hard to do whole class.  It's not really designed whole 

class.  So that's why it works better at Tier 2 or Tier 3.  Okay.  I'm going to freeze through that too.  That's 

kind of what it looks like.  All right.  So, Tier 2 or Tier 3?  This is where we really don't have a lot of 

[inaudible] basis to work with.  How do we -- how do we know if we move kids from Tier 2 to Tier 3?  We 

really don't know that.  We don't really know what the origins are best for Tier 3.  And we don't know when 

a student is ready to exit.  This is all stuff that it is the Wild West.  It's all over the season.  We don't have -

- where are we now?  So it's a [inaudible] making the best decisions [inaudible] 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I have a question.  I have a student who was probably on the Tier 2 level this year 

in 4th grade, and it sure looks so much [inaudible] like your daughter's example [inaudible] but the student 

had a lot of [inaudible].  So I'm spending time explicitly teaching the importance of writing or should I 

spend more time in the spelling instruction because we are [inaudible] where I keep the focus has been in 

order to have her advance yet know these forms [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: So that's a great question.  So I think -- and I understand the tension that you're 

experiencing.  I think you've got to deal with the spelling instruction because until that gets better, she's -- 

her writing's probably not going to get a whole lot better. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: Since she had like [inaudible] sometimes that easy suggestions [inaudible] 

advices and no [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: And I think that's fine to use those approaches to sort of circumvent the transcription 

difficulties, but you still can't ignore them.  I think you need to -- you need to do that to sort of help her 

ability to compose while at the same time, you're really trying to upholster that spelling and maybe 

handwriting or cued work, whatever, yeah, that's a great question.  Okay.  All right.  So if it's not 

successful in Tier 2, Tier 3 needs to be more explicit, more frequent, longer and any individual.  But he 

last thing, I know.  It's been the last thing for awhile.  Here is a way to think about what a potential 

schedule for writing instruction, a Tier writing instruction.  This is -- this is my ideal world.  We have an 

hour for writing instruction.  I'm speaking to my God.  It's going to pay off.  It's going to pay off.  So, you 

have whole class spelling instruction for maybe around 10 minutes.  Then you have five minutes of small 

group instruction.  This obviously sort of is predicated on the idea of a well-oiled classroom sheet.  So 

[inaudible] imagine you get three different spelling groups and you're able to meet with each group not 

one group a day.  So, you meet with the low and middle groups twice a week and the high group once a 

week.  Then you have, let's say, either a handwriting if you're in kindergarten, first grade and second 

grade.  For a sentence combining whole class instruction and you might have small group sentence 

combining instruction.  And then you got a whole class composing instruction and some small group 

composing instruction.  Now these times are all kind of in the abstract world of my office and not the 

reality through school.  But you can see how you might start thinking about putting together whole group 

with small group writing instruction and how you're going to be able to put together these different 

components.  So it's 10:01.  I [inaudible] and stuff.  I hope -- my goal was to give you guys as much 

information as I could in this slot.1.  So, we've got those.  And for those who'll stick around, I'll be hearing 

for questions, but also if -- and this is the case for me, I always think of questions 15 minutes or two days 

later.  Feel free to contact me [inaudible] different questions. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I have multiple questions.  We've talked about [inaudible] writing, does that fall 

under the strategy, the entire [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: It's not… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

DAVID COKER: Yeah, I would define it more as like sort of a Tier 1 kind of composing less than probably 

Tier 2. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Might as well. 

DAVID COKER: There are some strategies of how you're doing that.  So, there's strategy instruction 

[inaudible] and then their SRSD is one approach to [inaudible] yeah, so. 

ANNOUNCER: I just wanted you guys [inaudible] but I just want to thank you, so. 


