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Writing to Read is an effective educational program. This 
conclusion was reached by ETS evaluation researchers on the 
basis of an extensive two-year evalu ation of the program. 
 

The ETS Evaluation 
 
 
The ETS evaluation included observation of the program's 
functioning, questioning of teachers and parents, and testing of 
learning in reading, writing, and spelling. The evaluation 
covered more than 10,000 Kindergarten and Grade 1 students 
in 21 sites, and in the second year concentrated on a "core 
sample" of 3,210 students using Writing to Read and 2,379 
comparison students in classes not using Writing to Read. 
Measures of performance included the standardized reading 
tests normally used in the participating dis tricts, a 
professionally-graded sample of student writing, and a 
standardized list of spelling words. 
 
 
The evaluation study used rigorous techniques of group 
comparison, "before-and-after" testing, and statistical analysis 
to sort out the effects of the program as compared to pre-
existing differences in ability level. Whenever there were 
sufficient data, analyses were repeated on subgroups of 
students, such as males and females, black and white students, 
students of relatively higher and lower socioeconomic status, 
and students of relatively high and low initial achievement. 
 
 
The project was led by Richard T. Murphy and Lola R. Appel, 
who are experienced and distinguished evaluation researchers. 
Murphy and Appel were selected for the American 
Educational Research Association's award for excellence of 
design for a project evaluating computer-aided instruction. 
They have also evaluated youth manpower training programs 
for the U.S. Department of Labor. Murphy is co-author of the 
Encyclopedia of Educational Evaluation, regarded as the 
primary reference resource in the field.  
 
 
This report presents the major conclusions of the evaluation. 
The products of the evaluation also include a full 
documentation of the results. 

 
Populations for statistical comparison were defined by these 
procedures: 
 

A. The Basic Populations consisted of students in 
schools selected randomly from participating dis -
tricts. These populations provide the most appropriate 
evaluation of Writing to Read under normal 
conditions of use. The schools were in their second 
year of implementation, and therefore had worked 
out early implementation problems. Since they were 
randomly sampled within districts, they were likely 
to be representative of typical schools within those 
districts. 

 

B. The Special Populations consisted of three schools 
that were selected in order to target schools with low 
income and high minority populations. Their districts 
were represented by single sites, non-randomly 
chosen. Therefore, the results are less likely to 
represent typical schools in the districts. 

 
C. The New Participants are schools randomly selected 

from districts participating for the first year. 
 

Major Conclusions 

Conclusion 1: Writing to Read Works 
 
This conclusion is based on observations of classrooms by the 
evaluation team and on the teachers' reports. Some of the 
implementation difficulties normally expected with a complex 
technological innovation - especially with kindergarten 
students - either did not exist or were overcome early in the 
program. 
 

• Students could handle the technology required: The 
IBM Personal Computers, the typewriters, the tape-
recorders. 

 
• Students could handle the movement from work-

station to work-station. 
 

• The system functions well as a system - a complex of 
interconnecting parts. 

 

Conclusion 2: Children Learn with Writing 
to Read 
 
On standardized reading tests, kindergarten and first grade 
Writing to Read students, on the average, progressed faster 
than the national norm samples. In the test series most 
commonly used by the participating sites, kindergarten 
students, on the average, increased by approximately 15 
percentile points. 
 
Pupil progress was charted as part of the normal functioning 
of the program. Chart 1 describes the writing levels used by 
teachers to describe the performance of Writing to Read 
students. Chart 2 presents percentages of students who had 
attained each level at three points during the program's 

operation - near the beginning, middle, and end. The figures 
show steady progress, as indicated on Chart 3. By the end of 
the program, 72% of the students (those in categories III, IV, 
and V) had progressed beyond word-level writing to the 
production of phrases, sentences, and, in 15.% of the cases, to 
developed writing, a level that is considerably in advance of 
normal expectations for beginning readers. These conclusions 
are supported by analysis of writing samples produced by 
students in Writing to Read and comparison students, as 
discussed in the next section. 



 

Conclusion 3: Children in Writing to Read 
Write Better Than Comparison Groups 
 
The heart of the ETS evaluation was a comparative study of 
Writing to Read as compared to schools in the same districts 
not using Writing to Read. The study was rigorous by design 
and statistical standards. 
 

• "Before" and "after" performance for both Writing to 
Read and comparison groups was taken into account. 

 
• Statistical controls were employed to rule out alter-

native explanations, such as differences in prior abil-
ity and socioeconomic status. 

 
• Analyses were replicated district-by-district, so that a 

district's own standardized test results can be 
reflected. The cumulative results include perform-
ance on most of the standardized reading tests in use 
in school districts. 

 
 
Because there are no commonly used tests of writing ability at 
kindergarten and grade 1, ETS conducted a special study of 
writing'. Teachers collected writing samples from both 
Writing to Read and comparison students. They were sent to 
ETS, where they were scored by a procedure called holistic 
scoring - a procedure developed by ETS and used to grade essay 
examinations. The procedure involves these steps: 
 

• Reading by a panel of teachers trained in the scoring 
process 

 
• Pre-grading sessions to calibrate standards - to arrive 

at common standards based on agreed-upon criteria 
 

• Multiple grading of each writing sample, with addi-
tional reading to resolve conflicts 

 
 
The graders read the writing samples "blind." They did not 
know from which group a writing sample came. 
 
 
Chart 4 shows the overall results. The scores are on a 12 point 
scale (the sum of two raters, assigning from 0 to 6 points 
each). 
 
 
In kindergarten, the mean ratings for all students were as  
follows: 
 
Writing to Read 4.5  
Non-Writing to Read 3.1 
 
Comparable results from first grade were as follows: 
 

 
 
Writing to Read 6.6  
Non-Writing to Read 4.9 
 
A special group of Writing to Read "graduates" also was 
included. These writers are first grade students who had 
Writing to Read in kindergarten. The comparison group are 
first graders who did not have Writing to Read in 
kindergarten. These were the results: 
 
Writing to Read "graduates" 6.5  
Non-Writing to Read "graduates" 5.7 
 
All of these results indicate that students from Writing to Read 
write better than comparison groups. Are the results 
statistically significant? 
 
Statistical significance tests were done for populations that 
had the same pretest standardized test scores. The kindergarten 
and the first grade results are shown in Chart 5. "Positive" 
means that Writing to Read students performed significantly 
better than comparison students. "Equal" means that the 
groups were not significantly different. In 11 of the 15 
comparisons there was a statistically significant difference in 
favor of the Writing to Read students. In no case was there a 
statis tically significant difference in favor of comparison stu-
dents. 
 
Do these results hold up for specific groups of students? We 
examined differences between Writing to Read and 
comparison group students in the following subgroups: 
 

• Male and female students  
 

• Black and white students  
 

• High socioeconomic status and low 
socioeconomic status students 

 
• High initial-ability and low initial-ability 

students 
 
The results in favor of Writing to Read held up consistently in 
all subgroups. 
 
In summary, ETS collected some 6,000 writing samples from 
both Writing to Read an Non-Writing to Read children. 
Writing to Read children clearly surpass comparison students 
in writing performance. This appears be to true across both 
kindergarten and first grade, in groups of children who 
completed Writing to Read last year, and across differing 
populations based on sex, race, and socioeconomic status. 
When we adjusted differences for initial skills of Writing to 
Read and Non-Writing to Read children, the Writing to Read 
children still perform significantly better than their peers. 
 



Conclusion 4: In Reading, Kindergarten 
Writing to Read Students Have A Significant 
Advantage Over Comparison Students. In 
Grade 1, Writing to Read Students Compare 
Favorably with Other Students 
 
Chart 6 presents comparative results on standardized reading 
tests. The populations are those that had the pre- and post-test 
data on the same nationally standardized tests. All differences 
that are significant are in favor of the Writing to Read 
students. Results were replicated in subgroups of male and 
female students, black and white students, high and low 
socioeconomic status, and high and low performing students. 
 

Conclusion 5: Writing to Read Students 
Perform As Well As Other Students on 
Spelling 
 
 
Because Writing to Read uses special spelling, there has been 
concern about whether students in the program learn correct 
spelling patterns. The developer reports that any initial 
problems that students may have are self-corrected as students 
learn correct spelling patterns. A special analysis of spelling 
was addressed to this question. A subsample of both 
kindergarten and first grade students were given a spelling test 
of ten words each. The items were systematically selected to 
be grade-appropriate, to cover a variety of spelling patterns, 
and to cover an appropriate range of difficulty. 
 
 
The results are presented in Chart 7. Group means show that 
Writing to Read students perform as well as Non- Writing to 
Read students in spelling. 
 
Kindergarten means: 
 
Writing to Read 3.1  
Non-Writing to Read 3.0 
 
 
First grade means: 
 
Writing to Read 6.3  
Non-Writing to Read 6.0 
 
 
 
At the kindergarten level, Writing to Read students tended to 
make more mistakes than Non-Writing to Read students on 
"silent-en words (ride, made, home, name). At the end of first 
grade, Writing to Read students made fewer mistakes than 
Non-Writing to Read students on all but one of the ten words 
(feet). First grade Writing to Read students performed slightly 
better than Non- Writing to Read students on a list of words 
that included the following: 
 

• A "silent e" word: ride 
 

• Non-phonetically spelled words: could, they 
 

• Multi-syllable words: anything, together 
 

• Words with consonant blends: pretty, tree 
 

Conclusion 6: Teachers Respond Positively 
to Writing to Read 
 
 
Chart 8 displays information provided by teachers using 
Writing to Read and, where relevant, teachers not using 
Writing to Read. The evaluative comments are consistently 
positive. In addition, several comparisons between Writing to 
Read and Non-Writing to Read teachers deserve special 
mention. 
 
 

• More than 80% of Writing to Read teachers report 
their students are writing better than students in 
previous classes. The comparable figure for com-
parison teachers is 30%. 

 
 

• More than 60% of the Writing to Read teachers (as 
compared to 44% of comparison teachers) report that 
students are reading better than students in previous 
classes. 

 
 

• Teachers using Writing to Read are more likely than 
comparison teachers to say they are spending more 
time on writing (88%) and on reading (61 %) than in 
previous years. Comparable responses for compar-
ison group teachers are 33% for reading and 41 % for 
writing. 

 
 

• Writing to Read teachers report that students devote 
well-balanced amounts of time to a variety of 
instructional activities in reading and writing. Writ ing 
to Read students are reported more likely than 
comparison students to spend a great deal of time on 
creative writing, and less likely to spend a great deal 
of time on phonic and structural analysis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion 7: Parents Respond Positively to 
Writing to Read 
 
Chart 9 presents responses by parents of Writing to Read and 
Non-Writing to Read students. 
 

• Parents like Writing to Read and report that their 
children like it. 

 
• Ninety-three percent of parents hope their school will 

continue to use the Writing to Read program. 
 

• Parents of Writing to Read children report greater 

progress in reading as compared to parents of com-
parison children. 

 
• Parents of Writing to Read children report greater 

progress in writing than parents of comparison stu-
dents. 

 
• More parents of Writing to Read students report 

evidence of reading and writing skills seen at home. 
In particular, the greatest difference observed is on 
writing words and stories: 15% more Writing to Read 
parents than comparison group parents report such 
behavior at home. 



















 
 


