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abstract
This study examined whether instruction in genre
knowledge enriches students’ feedback on each other’s
writing, resulting in better writing quality. In total 140
sixth-grade students (age 11–13) participated in the study.
Two approaches to peer response with additional in-
struction were compared. In one condition, students
were taught specific genre knowledge (SGK). In another
condition, students were taught general aspects of com-
municative writing (GACW). Both groups were com-
pared with a baseline control group. Students were ran-
domly assigned to the conditions. Results showed strong
effects of the SGK condition outperforming the other
conditions on text quality of four posttest writing tasks.
Video recordings of students commenting on each
other’s first drafts showed that the students in the SGK
condition gave significantly more attention to the func-
tions taught than students in the GACW condition. This
finding supports the interpretation that knowledge
about the genre-specific functions was actually used to
improve texts.

S
T U D I E S have demonstrated that young writers (in primary school) need
specific support during the complex writing process (Gillespie, Olinghouse,
& Graham, 2013; Graham, 2007; Hayes, 2011). Without such support, they
show little evidence of using planning and revising activities (Bereiter &

Scardamalia, 1987; Fitzgerald, 1987), pay little attention to the rhetorical situation and
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the needs of their readers, and often fail to monitor their writing process, resulting in
texts with poor coherence (Glaser & Brunstein 2007; Graham & Harris, 2003; Mc-
Cutchen, 1995; Rose, 2009; van Gelderen, 1997). According to the results of meta-
analytic studies (Graham, McKeown, Kiuhara, & Harris, 2012; Graham & Perin,
2007; Hillocks, 1986), peer response appears to be an effective ingredient of writing
instruction for children and adolescents in helping to resolve some of the problems
they face in their writing. These studies showed that peer response is not only an
efficient way of providing students with direct feedback on their drafts, but that it
also results in texts of better quality in comparison to other conditions. Hoogeveen
and van Gelderen (2013) demonstrated, however, that studies of writing with peer
response include several additional instructional components. These components
can be divided into three categories. The first consists of instruction in writing strat-
egies involving planning, formulating, or revising text. The second consists of in-
struction directed to the interaction of peers while giving feedback. The third consists
of knowledge of genre characteristics to guide both the writing of the individual
students and the contents of peer feedback. For the first two categories, experimental
results suggest that they can be quite useful additions to writing with peer response
(Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 1991; MacArthur, Schwartz, & Graham, 1991; Olson,
1990; Prater & Bermudez, 1993; Sutherland & Topping, 1999). For the third catego-
ry— genre knowledge—surprisingly few experimental studies have been conducted
to support such a conclusion. In this study, we attempt to establish the effects of
genre knowledge on writing with peer response because, according to several re-
searchers, it is important for achieving coherence in writing (Christie, 1992; Prior,
2006). The purpose of this study is to find empirical evidence not only for the ben-
eficial effects of genre knowledge for writing with peer response, but also for the type
of genre knowledge that can be effectively used for writing with peer response in
classroom contexts.

Reasons for Investigating Genre Knowledge

It is of interest to investigate the role of instruction in genre knowledge as a supple-
ment to writing with peer response for two reasons. First, as indicated above, genre
knowledge potentially provides students with important textual knowledge that they
can use for meaningful feedback on each other’s drafts. If students know, for exam-
ple, that in the case of a narrative, certain basic textual properties should be met, they
can use that knowledge in responding to their classmates’ texts, thus providing them
with specific aspects to pay attention to in text revision. Second, although a number
of studies have been carried out into the role of genre knowledge in writing with peer
response (Corden, 2002, 2007; Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 1992; Graham, Harris,
& Mason, 2005; Kos & Maslowski, 2001; Sims, 2001), results do not allow for an
appraisal of its beneficial effects. Most of the studies are multicomponential, com-
bining several instructional components in addition to genre knowledge (e.g., writ-
ing strategies and directions for peer interaction). For that reason, the contribution
of genre knowledge itself cannot be established. In addition, in many cases research
designs—for example, case studies and interventions without control groups— do
not allow for general conclusions about the contribution of genre knowledge to peer
response and writing quality (Hoogeveen & van Gelderen, 2013).
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Approaches to Teaching Genre Knowledge

Several theorists have described the advantages of the so-called “genre perspective”
for writing pedagogy (Donovan & Smolkin, 2008; Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004;
Hayes, 1996; Kress, 1994; Martin, Christie, & Rothery, 1987; Rose, 2009; Wyatt-Smith,
1997). In this perspective, the emphasis is on functions of texts in their communica-
tive context, defined by their social and rhetorical purpose. Texts are structured
according to their purpose, and texts with the same purpose will have the same
structure (Lewis & Wray, 1995). Writers use genre knowledge to realize the rhetorical
functions of different types of texts (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). They therefore
must have insight into these functions and how they are shaped by certain global and
local characteristics of text genres. For example, writing a comprehensible set of
instructions means that the writer must give a clear and precise explanation of ev-
erything the reader has to do. Writers must have linguistic knowledge at their dis-
posal for expressing such genre-specific functions and for evaluating whether the text
is adequate communicatively and accurate linguistically (Carter, 2003). In addition,
writers develop the meta-language needed for planning, evaluating, and discussing
texts (Cope, Kalantzis, Kress, & Martin, 1993).

Genre knowledge is quite complex. Therefore, it is not easy to decide what specific
type of genre knowledge should be focused upon for the benefit of novice writers. On
the basis of the studies reviewed in Hoogeveen and van Gelderen (2013) and the wider
literature about the use of genre knowledge for writing, we distinguish the following
three possible approaches. The first approach can be characterized as focusing on
general aspects of communicative writing. It aims to make students aware of the
general purpose of a genre and to facilitate goal- and audience-oriented writing.
In the case of narratives, students learn that their purpose is to amuse their readers.
Therefore, they learn that it is essential to select exciting content and to add details
the readers may find amusing and interesting or that otherwise work on an emo-
tional level (e.g., humor, fear, suspense). In the case of instructive texts, students
learn that their purpose is to prescribe as precisely as possible what to do to achieve
a circumscribed result. This type of genre knowledge aims at the differences existing
between quite generally defined genres (e.g., narratives, expositions, instructive or
argumentative texts) without pointing to specific structural or linguistic elements
characteristic of these genres. Well-written texts are often used as models to clarify
what is meant by goal- and audience-oriented writing (Corden 2002, 2007; Sims,
2001). In addition, students are encouraged to apply criteria to evaluate whether texts
are sufficiently goal and audience directed, such as whether a story is fun to read or
whether instructions are described clearly.

A second approach to genre knowledge focuses on structural characteristics of a
genre, such as story grammar for narratives (Corden, 2002, 2007; Kos & Maslowski,
2001) or argumentative structure for persuasive texts (Englert et al., 1991, 1992).
Instruction in structural characteristics of different text genres can be combined with
the use of writing strategies. For instance, students are instructed to use a planning
strategy by discussing the structure of a good story. Sometimes studies combine such
structural genre knowledge with attention to the use of linguistic means for realizing
genre-specific functions, for example, by discussing the use of exciting, colorful, and
descriptive words in narratives (Graham et al., 2005).
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The third approach focuses systematically on linguistic features of genres. It pro-
vides linguistic tools for the realization of specific functions such as the description of
the passing of time in a narrative, or the formulation of a supportive argument in an
argumentative text. This approach, which we call specific genre knowledge (SGK)
and which is inspired by the functional grammar approach of Halliday and Matthies-
sen (2004), has been implemented in several pedagogical studies (Beck & Jefferey,
2009; Christie & Derewianka, 2008; Cope et al., 1993; Schleppegrell, 2007). It has
much intuitive appeal because it provides students with concrete linguistic tools for
the formulation of sentences, as opposed to a more abstract approach that focuses on
general aspects of communicative writing, and to the structural approach that is
mainly directed to the macro-structure of text genres. Instruction in specific genre
knowledge may support planning, formulating, and revision of texts because it pro-
vides concrete linguistic tools and explains their functions in texts of a certain genre
(Beach & Friedrich, 2006). Peer response based on such knowledge might help young
writers become aware of the demands of the writing process (especially formulation
of sentences) and adapt their writing behavior to the specific demands of different
genres. At the same time, this type of peer response may help students pay attention
to specific linguistic features both in planning and in revising their texts.

Intervention Studies

Several intervention studies have used different types of genre knowledge for peer
response, although none of them aims at specific genre knowledge as described
above. In a study conducted by Toth (1997), students writing in pairs (experimental
group) and individually (control group) received instruction in genre structure by
means of the use of story starters. In addition, all students received strategy instruc-
tion in writing-process steps. The experimental students received instruction in how
to provide peer feedback as well (e.g., asking questions for brainstorming). Results
showed that paired writers had greater gains from pre- to posttest than students in
the control group.

Englert et al. (1991, 1992) investigated the effects of peer response, instruction in
text structure, goal and audience orientation, and the use of writing strategies to
regulate the writing process. The first study investigated the effects of the instruc-
tional program on text quality, and the second studied the effects on knowledge
about text structure and writing processes. In both studies, students in the control
group received regular writing instruction from their teachers without peer re-
sponse. Results of the first study showed that the experimental students produced
significantly better-organized compositions compared to the control students. Re-
sults of the second study demonstrated that the experimental students improved in
knowledge about text structure and writing processes.

In the study by Graham et al. (2005), effects of planning strategies for third grad-
ers’ writing narrative fantasy and persuasive essays were examined, in addition to
instruction in how to provide peer feedback. The planning strategies taught for the
different genres were represented by mnemonics containing directions for text struc-
ture (e.g., for persuasive essays, the mnemonic TREE: tell what you believe, give three
or more reasons to support why you believe this, examine each reason, and end it
with a conclusion). The students were randomly assigned to three conditions: genre-
specific strategy instruction (experimental condition 1, without peer response),
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genre-specific strategy instruction with peer response (experimental condition 2),
and peer response (control group, Writers’ Workshop Approach without strategy
instruction and instruction in how to provide peer feedback). As predicted, the
experimental students from both groups receiving instruction outperformed the
control students in writing performance (global text quality, time spent on writing,
text length) and knowledge about writing processes, measured with questionnaires.
The peer-response students receiving instruction in strategies and in how to provide
peer feedback (experimental condition 2) performed better than both other groups
on transfer tasks for two uninstructed genres: personal narratives and instructional
texts.

In Harris, Graham, and Mason (2006), the study by Graham et al. (2005) was
extended by assessing the impact of their approach on writing (narratives and es-
says), and knowledge about writing of younger writers (second graders instead of
third graders). As in the previous study, both experimental groups outperformed the
students in the control group. The students in the experimental groups were more
knowledgeable about writing and performed better in the two instructed genres, as
well as in the two uninstructed genres (transfer). In addition, it is concluded that peer
support augmented the genre-specific strategy instruction.

In a case study conducted by Kos and Maslowski (2001), instruction was directed
to story grammar, strategy use (idea generation), and regulation of peer interaction
(e.g., “Read your draft aloud,” “Praise the text”). Interview data were collected before
and after the intervention. Student talk during the response sessions was recorded
and transcribed and their texts were analyzed. It was found that students’ perceptions
of “good writing” expanded from formal issues such as correct spelling, capitaliza-
tion, and punctuation, to more meaningful aspects of writing, such as story gram-
mar, idea generation, and planning. Children’s conversation during writing with
peers reflected emphasis on the organization of their narratives and awareness of
audience needs. Analysis of texts showed that peer interactions were more effective in
generating ideas than in generating revisions.

Sims (2001) investigated the effects of peer response with instruction in genre
knowledge, strategies, and instruction in regulating the interaction. Genre knowl-
edge was provided by the analysis of model texts (modeling a specific writing style)
and by instruction in writing reader-response journals. Pre- and posttest writing
assignments were administered. Analysis of the texts indicated improvement in stu-
dents’ writing skills and fluency: the students wrote more and improved on several
criteria for text quality (clarity of subject, support of details, text structure, and
conventions).

In the studies of Corden (2002, 2007), students writing narratives in a Writers’
Workshop with peer response received genre instruction (analyzing text models of
expert writers, features of structure and style) and instruction in how to provide peer
feedback. Students’ narratives before and after the treatment were compared, peer-
group discussions were audio recorded and transcribed, and questionnaires were
administered at the beginning and end of the intervention to determine self-esteem.
Results revealed significant progress in writing performance (text structure and
style). The results of the questionnaires showed that students reported enhanced
self-esteem. Analysis of the peer discussions showed that the students developed
meta-language; they used specific literary terms when discussing their texts.
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The present study compares two approaches to peer response with additional
instruction: peer response with instruction in specific genre knowledge, and peer
response with instruction in general aspects of communicative writing. As men-
tioned above, experiments probing the effects of specific genre knowledge on stu-
dents’ writing have not yet been carried out (see also Hoogeveen & van Gelderen,
2013), nor is there previous research comparing the effects of these different types of
genre knowledge on the writing quality of young writers. We expect instruction in
specific genre knowledge to be superior to instruction in general aspects of commu-
nicative writing by providing more specific criteria for students to focus on while
formulating and revising and suggesting improvements in each other’s texts. By
improving the quality of writing conferences, such instruction in genre-specific lin-
guistic knowledge might also increase the global quality of the written texts produced
by students. The focus on specific linguistic features of text quality may help students
to simplify the complex writing task. It may present a method for preventing their
working memory from becoming overloaded (Flower & Hayes, 1980), as an alterna-
tive for the well-known “knowledge telling” strategy used by most young writers
(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987). Genre-specific linguistic knowledge may set young
writers’ minds free for the use of linguistic tools needed for improving text coher-
ence.

The following research questions will be answered:

1. Is instruction in writing with peer response focusing on specific genre knowledge
superior in improving students’ writing quality compared to writing with peer
response focusing on general aspects of communicative writing and compared to a
baseline condition of regular language instruction (without peer response)?

Our approach is to compare writing lessons with peer response focusing on specific
genre knowledge with the same writing lessons focusing on general aspects of commu-
nicative writing, and to compare both of these groups with a control group (the students’
regular language curriculum without peer response) in posttest writing. We expect that
students in the first condition (SGK) will outperform students in the second condition
(GACW), who in their turn will outperform students in the control group.

2. How do students in the experimental conditions divide their attention among the
relevant aspects of peer collaboration: specific linguistic features, text contents,
conventions (spelling, punctuation, grammar), and interaction process?

As stated above, we expect that peer response using specific genre knowledge is more
helpful in improving text quality than peer response using instruction in general aspects
of communicative writing. For that reason, we investigate whether students in the SGK
condition pay more attention to specific linguistic features of each other’s texts than
students in the GACW condition.

Method

Participants

In total, 140 sixth-grade students (78 girls and 62 boys) divided over five class-
rooms from four elementary schools in the Netherlands (three urban schools and
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one school in the countryside) participated in the study. No sample attrition oc-
curred. All students were in the age range of 11–13. In the Netherlands, sixth grade is
the final grade for primary education. Data about their language background were
gathered using a questionnaire. Most students (123) were native speakers of Dutch.
The remainder of the participants were from immigrant backgrounds, but only five
of them were born in another country (Morocco, Surinam, China, Brazil, Norway).
All students with immigrant backgrounds had attended Dutch primary school for
many years and therefore can be regarded as fluent speakers of Dutch.

Experimental Design

A posttest-only (between-subjects) experimental design was used. Students in
each classroom were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions.
Therefore, in each classroom all students had an equal chance to be assigned to any
of the experimental conditions. In condition 1, the (47) students received instruction
in peer response using SGK. In condition 2, the (44) students received instruction in
peer response using GACW. In condition 3, the control condition, the (49) students
received regular language instruction from their own teacher. Each of the five class-
rooms consisted of 24 –30 students. The students of each condition received instruc-
tion in groups of 8 –10 in separate rooms (the control group remained in their regular
classroom, while the two other groups were taken to a separate room).

The posttest consisted of four writing assignments (two narrative and two instruc-
tive texts) as measures of global writing proficiency, the dependent variable of this
study. In addition, by way of an intermediate process factor, the attention students
paid to the focus of each experimental condition (indicators of time and place and
general aspects of communicative writing, respectively) during the writing confer-
ences was measured. We decided that it was impractical to measure writing profi-
ciency in a pretest because of time limitations in the schools’ schedules. For a valid
measurement of writing proficiency, a series of writing assignments is necessary
(Schoonen, 2005). As proxies we used two covariates to control for preexisting dif-
ferences in writing proficiency between conditions: receptive knowledge of Dutch
vocabulary, and metacognitive knowledge of writing and reading. From previous
research, it is known that these skills are strongly related to writing proficiency (e.g.,
Schoonen et al., 2003). In addition, we used gender as a covariate, because it is known
that gender differences in writing proficiency exist (Bourke & Adams, 2011).

Treatments

The students in the two experimental conditions received a series of 12 writing
lessons (60 minutes each). The writing lessons were divided into two parts. The first
part consisted of six lessons dedicated to the writing of three narratives. The second
part (six lessons) dealt with the writing of three instructive texts. Each pair of lessons
(120 minutes) was dedicated to one writing assignment. Each pair of lessons incor-
porated prewriting, formulating a first draft, conferencing, and revision components
(Graves, 1983). In studies of writing with peer response, writing conferences normally
take place only before revision of the first draft (Hoogeveen & van Gelderen, 2013).
Studies show, however, that children write texts of higher quality when they converse
with a peer in several stages of a writing task (Boscolo & Ascorti, 2004; Daiute, 1986;
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Daiute & Dalton, 1993). Therefore, we added writing conferences during the stage of
planning (prewriting) for the first two writing assignments of the two parts of the
lesson series. In addition, for the third assignment of the two parts of the lesson series,
students also worked on their first draft in dyads.

The students used booklets containing all instructions and exercises. The lesson
materials consisted of an instruction book, a workbook, and an answer book. The
instruction book contained example texts, explanations, instructions for exercises,
and prewriting, writing, conferencing, and revision assignments. In the workbook,
the students wrote down answers to questions (e.g., words in sentences, content
elements, underlining of parts of texts, evaluations of their texts, ideas for revising
texts). The answer books were used by the students to check answers after finishing
the workbook.

In each first lesson of a pair, students analyzed a sample text (15 minutes), received
instruction in genre knowledge (10 minutes), planned their texts collaboratively (10
minutes), and wrote their first drafts on a computer (25 minutes). In each second
lesson, they evaluated their drafts and wrote down what they would like to change (10
minutes). These evaluations were the starting point of the writing conferences (20
minutes) followed by the revision of the first draft (30 minutes).

To make students familiar with writing conferences, principles for interaction
during the writing conferences were modeled by the teachers with the help of a few
students. At the beginning of each second lesson, preceding the writing conferences
of the first drafts, a writing conference was demonstrated for the whole group. In
addition, the instruction books contained the following principles for interaction in
the writing conferences: (1) read the text of your peer, (2) tell the writer what you
appreciate in the text, (3) read the evaluations of the writer, (4) tell if you agree with
them or not, (5) give the writer suggestions for improving the text, and (6) check
whether other parts can be improved.

In each conference, the draft of each student was discussed (10 minutes). After
discussing the first draft, peers changed their roles of writer and peer evaluator for
discussing the second draft. The writing conferences resulted in concrete tips for
revision that were written down in the workbooks. The revision took place immedi-
ately after the writing conferences. The students revised their drafts, again using the
computer.

Condition-Specific Instruction

Specific genre knowledge. In the writing assignments and instructions for writ-
ing conferences in this condition, the use of indicators of time and place was system-
atically highlighted. We selected two types of genre-specific linguistic features for
condition 1: the use of indicators of time and place. These indicators seem particu-
larly suited for providing students with concrete examples (Buss & Karnowski, 2002;
Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Kress, 1994; Stein & Glenn, 1979). Indicators of time
and place serve different functions in narrative and instructive texts, allowing us to
focus students’ attention on these differences. Students learned words and clauses
that can be used as indicators of time and place and their specific functions, using
model texts for exemplifying these functions. In narratives, indicators of time and
place give writers the opportunity to provide detail and make texts more interesting
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to read, while in instructive texts these indicators make them more precise and serve
the purpose of clarifying the instructions.

The first lesson pair (both for narratives and instructive texts) was devoted to the
use of indicators of time. For narratives, students learned the use of single words that
indicate time (“first,” “suddenly,” “when”), descriptions with more words (“in the
beginning”), and the use of verbs as indicators of time (present tense, past tense) (see
App. A). In addition, for narratives, an explanation was provided about the differ-
ence between the role of time in a narrative and its use in the real world. Students
learned that time-related words help the reader visualize the progression of events
over time. In this context, the use of flashback to make the text more exciting or to
explore the feelings of a main character of the narrative was demonstrated. For
instructive texts, students learned single-word and multiple-word indicators of time,
as well as the use of tense, analogous to what was learned for narratives. In addition,
students were made aware that using a fixed chronological textual order by the use of
words such as “first,” “thereafter,” and “finally” is an efficient way of telling the
reader how to proceed.

In the second lesson pair (for narratives and instructive texts), the focus was on the use
of indicators of place. Students were shown that they can use single words to indicate
places (“there,” “above”), or descriptions with more words (“on the corner of the
street”). In addition, for narratives, an explanation was given of changing places within a
relatively small area (“small place changes”) or between remote places (“big place
changes”). For instructive texts, students learned single-word and multiple-word indi-
cators of place, analogous to these functions for narratives. In addition, students learned
that indicators of place are important for a precise description of what the reader has to
do to follow the text. For instance, an itinerary consists of a detailed description of land-
marks (“on the other side of the white hotel, called Parkview”).

In the third lesson pair of each genre, the focus was on the use of indicators of time
and place in combination, making use of the knowledge about the functions of
indicators of time and place provided in the previous lessons.

General aspects of communicative writing. In the writing assignments and in-
structions for writing conferences in condition 2 (GACW), students were made
aware of the differences in general purpose between narratives and instructions and
learned to write in each genre with a clear goal in mind and directed to the interests
of readers. Regarding the writing of narratives, students learned that their purpose is
to entertain the reader and that this can be achieved by using exciting content, by
providing vivid descriptions of thrilling events, by choosing recognizable persons, or
by giving detailed descriptions of time and place. In the case of instructive texts,
students learned that their purpose is to clarify what exactly the reader must do. They
were instructed to take care that their description is precise and intelligible. In addi-
tion, students learned that intelligibility can be attained by providing complete in-
formation without being redundant and by indicating when or where something
must be done. However, in contrast to students receiving instruction in specific
genre knowledge, they did not receive instruction in the use of linguistic features
(indicators of time and place, as explained in the previous paragraph). However,
example texts, instructions for writing conferences, and writing assignments were
identical in the two conditions.

Control group. The students in the control group received no experimental in-
struction, but followed the regular language curriculum at their school provided by
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their usual classroom teacher. In these classes, writing with peer response did not
occur. Writing education in grade 6 in the Netherlands consists of 1–2 writing as-
signments per month, each administered in one lesson of 40 –50 minutes (Dutch
Inspectorate, 2010). In addition, most attention in writing instruction is paid to
conventions (spelling and grammar) (Dutch Inspectorate, 2010; Franssen & Aarn-
outse, 2003; van Gelderen & Blok, 1991). The teachers in our study indicated that their
writing instruction did not differ substantially from this general practice. Table 1
provides an overview of instructional components in the three conditions.

Procedure

The students in the two experimental conditions received instruction in separate
classrooms and wrote using computers. Students in the control group remained in
their classroom with their own teachers, working without computers. The lessons in
the experimental conditions were given successively (first students from condition 1
were taken to a separate classroom, then students from condition 2). Teacher effects
were controlled by taking care that each experimental teacher supervised one group
of students in condition 1 and one group in condition 2 (see below). Instructional
time allocated for the two experimental groups was the same because each lesson in
the two conditions took the same amount of time.

A week before the lessons started, students in the two experimental conditions
received an introduction. They were informed about the objective (learn to write
different kinds of texts). In addition, the central theme was introduced: farewell to
primary school. The theme was linked to the students’ current situation, which is an
important ingredient for good writing (DeGroff, 1987; Graves, 1983; McCormick
Calkins, 1986; McCutchen, 1986). Students also watched an interview with a popular
author, who wrote a book about the theme. Students were also informed that books
would be compiled from their texts at the end of the lessons. After finishing the lesson
series, students would read their texts to the class. A jury of students would evaluate
their presentations and award prizes. These measures were taken to provide optimal
motivation for students to spend effort writing and revising their texts. Before the
lessons started, all students took tests for Dutch vocabulary and metacognitive
knowledge (used as covariates).

All students in the experimental conditions received the 12 lessons in an uninter-
rupted period of 6 weeks. Each week, one pair of lesson was given on the same day.
During the first lesson in the morning (60 minutes), the students received instruc-
tion and wrote first drafts. In the second lesson (60 minutes), after lunch break, the
writing conferences and revision sessions took place. For the two experimental con-
ditions, the students’ regular teachers were replaced by teachers who had received
instruction in carrying out the lessons from the first author. The teaching team

Table 1. Instructional Components in the Three Conditions

Condition

Analyzing
Model
Texts

Peer
Response

Principles for
Interaction GACW SGK

SGK � � � � �
GACW � � � � �
Control � � � � �
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consisted of four teacher educators who had just finished their in-service training for
primary school. The fifth teacher was one of the researchers with an academic degree
in language arts teaching. The first author, supported by four trained teachers,
formed the teaching team, each member taking care of all experimental lessons in
both condition 1 and 2 in one of the five classrooms.

The trained teachers had an important supervising role. They made sure that
students spent the intended time on each exercise or assignment, observed the stu-
dents while they worked in pairs, answered questions for clarification, kept order,
circulated materials, collected workbooks to evaluate students’ participation, and
encouraged students to complete all exercises and assignments. In addition, the
teachers had to instruct the students on how to interact during the writing confer-
ences. To support the trained teachers, a protocol with detailed general as well as
specific instructions for each lesson pair was made available. This protocol was used
for training, and the trained teachers used it for preparing each lesson. The teachers
were trained during two sessions of 2, 5 hours on one day. The protocol with instruc-
tions was discussed. In addition, they received instructions for modeling writing
conferences.

The four posttest writing assignments were scheduled on 2 days in the week fol-
lowing the last lesson. All students (both experimental and control) were informed
that the texts for these assignments would be published in books for the school
library. The students took two assignments in one day. The assignments were timed.
During the morning sessions, students wrote the first drafts of two assignments (15
minutes for each assignment). During the afternoon sessions, they revised both texts
(10 minutes for each assignment). The four assignments were administered in a fixed
order. The time allowed for completion of these assignments was based on pilots
showing that all students (in three separate classrooms) finished writing within 25
minutes. Students who had missed posttest sessions (3 condition SGK, 4 condition
GACW, 2 control condition) were offered extra sessions. All students completed the
posttest assignments within 3 weeks after the last lesson.

Treatment Fidelity

The two first lessons of all experimental teachers were observed by the first author
in order to help them optimize their performance. All teachers kept logbooks of the
execution of the lessons, and all student workbooks were collected to evaluate stu-
dents’ participation. In addition, the trained teachers reported personally to the first
author about the lessons they had supervised directly after they were completed. All
these data (oral reports, logbooks, and student workbooks) were used to determine
treatment fidelity. From observations of the lessons, logbooks, and personal reports,
it appeared that the experimental teachers succeeded in carrying out the lessons in an
orderly way and in line with the protocols. In addition, they succeeded in instructing
students on how to carry out writing conferences according to the specifications for
each experimental condition. It also appeared that the teachers successfully differ-
entiated between instruction in the SGK condition and the GACW condition in line
with the contents of students’ instruction books. All workbook assignments were
fully completed by all assisting students. Additionally, we registered students’ lesson
attendance. Only two students missed more than two of the 12 lessons (respectively,
three lessons in condition 1 and four in condition 2).
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Finally, in order to evaluate students’ appreciation of the lessons, brief question-
naires about the usefulness of the lessons were administered after each lesson pair
(six in total). The students answered four multiple-choice items (e.g., “revising my
text after a writing conference I found: very useful, a little bit useful, not very useful,
not useful at all”), and one open question (“Generally I found this writing lesson
quite useful/not useful because . . .). The percentage of students that considered the
lessons useful ranged from 72.5% to 85.7%. When asked about the specific objectives
of the six lesson pairs (24 in all), the percentage that regarded these objectives as
useful ranged from 85% to 94.3%.

Instruments

Posttest writing assignments. In this study, students’ writing was assessed using
four posttest writing assignments. Four assignments were used because writing pro-
ficiency is preferably measured with several writing tasks (Schoonen, 2005; van
Gelderen, Oostdam, & Van Schooten, 2011). In addition, we needed to assess writing
in the two genres involved. Two assignments involved the writing of a narrative, the
other two involved the writing of an instruction. The four assignments were as fol-
lows: a story about an impressive person, how to make candy, a story involving
mischief, and how to trick someone. In each assignment, students first read a model
text illustrating the genre and its characteristics, then wrote a first draft and a revision
(see App. B). Required text length was about 150 words.

Vocabulary and metacognitive knowledge tests. Dutch receptive vocabulary and
metacognitive knowledge of reading and writing were used as covariates. Both tests
were based on tests developed by the Nelson Project for Dutch students in grades
8 –10 (van Gelderen et al., 2003, 2004, 2007; Schoonen et al., 2003). We used adapta-
tions of these tests in the Salsa Project, which targets younger students (grades 7–9) in
the lowest tracks of Dutch secondary education (Trapman et al., 2012; see also http://
www.salsa.socsci.uva.nl/). The difficulty of these adaptations was more in line with
the proficiency range of our target group.

The vocabulary test consisted of 73 items. Each item contained a neutral carrier
sentence with a stimulus word in bold print. Students had to choose among Dutch
synonyms for the stimulus words (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs). The test
was of average difficulty (M � 54.77, SD � 8.77, maximum � .73). Reliability, mea-
sured by Cronbach’s alpha, was .88, which is sufficiently high for our purposes.

The metacognitive knowledge test contained 45 items and consisted of three parts:
knowledge of texts, knowledge of writing strategies, and knowledge of reading strat-
egies. All questions consisted of statements that were either correct or incorrect.
Students decided whether they agreed with a statement (yes or no). An example of an
incorrect statement is, “It is sensible to include in your text everything you know
about the topic.” An example of a correct statement is, “It is sensible to think about
the people who will read your text and what they know, while you are writing.” The
test was rather difficult for the students (M � 31.09, SD � .5.10, range � 19 – 44,
maximum � 45). Reliability, measured by Cronbach’s alpha, was .70. Although
this indicates that the homogeneity of the test is less than optimal, it is still
sufficiently high for the purpose of controlling for possible differences between
metacognitive knowledge between conditions, although the power of this anal-
ysis may be limited.
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Observation and scoring of peer collaboration. In order to study the attention
peers give to different aspects of a text, we videotaped writing conferences in a selec-
tion of lessons. In each of the four schools, one writing conference in each experi-
mental group was videotaped. In total, 60 recordings were made (30 in condition 1
and 30 in condition 2). Each of the students in the two experimental conditions was
observed once. In these recorded sessions, students discussed each other’s texts in
pairs or groups of four students.

Students’ verbal interaction was scored by two different observers. One trained
observer scored on the spot while making the video recording, and the second ob-
server scored on the basis of the video registration. Scores were based on observers’
estimations of the number of minutes spent on each observational category. The
following categories were scored: (1) indicators of time and place, (2) global text
contents (subject, title, structure, goal and audience orientation, meeting the assign-
ment, comprehensibility), (3) conventions (spelling, grammar, punctuation, lay-
out), (4) coordination of actions (utterances about the task, allocation of tasks, the
time available etc.), and (5) actions diverting from the task. Students’ perceived
attitudes during writing conferences were also scored (positive, neutral, negative).
Interobserver agreement for each of these categories was high for most categories,
ranging from .95 (diversion from task) to .67 (writing conventions). We decided to
use only the video observations for the final analysis because these observations were
made in a more favorable situation with no distractions, whereas the observer on the
spot had to deal with several issues going on in the classroom.

Scoring

Writing quality was assessed using a procedure based on Lloyd-Jones (1977). This
procedure, called primary trait scoring, defines criteria for text quality based on the
requirements of each specific writing assignment. In order to enable interval-level
interpretation of the scores, a procedure based on Blok (1986) and adopted in Schoo-
nen et al. (2003) and van Gelderen et al. (2011) was used. On the basis of random
samples of 40 texts for each assignment, scales were constructed for each of the four
assignments consisting of five examples, indicating the 10th, 25th, 50th, 75th, and
90th percentiles of the samples. For scale construction, trained raters (the first author
and one of the trained teachers) scored the 40 texts for each assignment, comparing
the texts with a “neutral” target text (a text without remarkable characteristics). The
target text received an arbitrary score of 100 and the raters’ task consisted of deciding
how much better or worse each of the texts was. For example, a text twice as good
received the score 200, and a text half as good received the score 50. The raters worked
independently and blind for the condition from which the texts originated. As sup-
port for deciding on the global (primary trait) writing quality of each text, four main
criteria were used: (1) presence of genre characteristics, (2) sufficient content, (3)
clarity of structure, and (4) correct language. While these criteria are quite generic,
their definition (with the exception of correct language) was dependent on the spe-
cific assignment.

For each of the selected texts indicating one of the five scale points per assignment,
a description was given of positive and negative qualities in terms of the above-
mentioned criteria for text quality. Scores ranged from 10 (scale point 1) to 90 (scale
point 5). Appendix C presents an example of these (task-specific) descriptions for a
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narrative selected to indicate the 50th percentile of text quality (on average score).
The appendix also shows the use of the scoring tool to support the raters’ judgment
of text quality. (An additional criterion was added for this assignment because it also
asked for making a “caricature”).

After this scale-construction procedure, the two raters mentioned previously used
the rating scales for the assessment of all texts written. Again, they worked indepen-
dently and blind for the condition from which the texts originated. Correlations
between the scores of the two raters ranged from .80 (tasks 2 and 4) to .88 (task 1 and
3). Relatively large discrepancies between the two raters (discrepancies of more than
1 scale point) were identified and discussed. Each rater could refer to her scoring tool
as a reminder how she arrived at her judgment, facilitating this discussion. In case
one rater (or both) came to the conclusion that she had judged too harshly or too
leniently, scores were adapted accordingly. Finally, writing quality was calculated as
the mean score of the two raters.

Analyses

For the first research question, MANCOVA analysis was used with experimental
condition as factor (1–3), writing quality on each of the four assignments as depen-
dent variables, and vocabulary knowledge, metacognitive knowledge, and gender as
covariates. We added gender because it is known that it can explain some of the
variance in writing proficiency. First, we tested whether each of the covariates had a
significant effect on the dependent variables. Covariates that did not contribute sig-
nificantly were removed from the analysis. In addition, we checked for the main
assumptions of MANCOVA (equality of covariance matrices with Box’s test and
equality of error variances with Levene’s test). Both assumptions appeared to hold.
For the second research question, ANCOVA analyses were carried out for each of the
separately coded activities during peer collaboration with the two experimental con-
ditions as factor (the control condition did not involve peer response). Total dura-
tion of peer collaboration was used as covariate in order to control for differences in
the duration of the writing conferences.

Results

Posttest Writing Quality

Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations for the four posttest writ-
ing tasks in each of the three conditions. For all four assignments, the mean
writing quality in condition 1 (SGK) was the highest, while the means in condi-
tions 2 (GACW) and 3 (control) did not seem to deviate very much from each
other.

To test the differences in writing quality between the three conditions,
MANCOVA analysis was used. Of the covariates, only vocabulary knowledge and
gender had significant effects. Therefore, metacognitive knowledge was not included
in the final analysis. The results of the MANCOVA showed a significant multivariate
effect of the factor condition, Wilks’s lambda F(8, 264) � 7.66, p � .000, partial �2 �
.188. This value of partial �2 indicates a strong effect of the factor condition. As
mentioned, there were also significant effects of vocabulary (Wilks’s lambda
F(4, 132) � 16.72, p � .000, partial �2 � .336) and for gender (Wilks’s lambda
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F(4, 132) � 3.02, p � .02, partial �2 � .084). For each of the four writing tasks, there
were significant effects of condition (task 1: F(2, 135) � 20.91, p � .000, partial �2 �
.237; task 2: F(2, 135) � 11.67, p � .000, partial �2 � .147; task 3: F(2, 135) � 15.17, p �
.000, partial �2 � .183; task 4: F(2, 135) � 17.07, p � .000, partial �2 � .202). The
partial �2 values indicated that for each of the four tasks, condition had a large to very
large (tasks 1 and 4) effect (Cohen, 1988). Post-hoc tests showed that in all cases the
differences in writing quality between condition 1 (SGK) and the two other condi-
tions were significant, while the differences between condition 2 (GACW) and 3
(control) were not. Significant p-values ranged from .003 (two comparisons) to .000
(the remaining 14 comparisons).

Coded Activities in Writing Conferences

Table 3 presents the means and standard deviations of the coded activities on the
basis of video recordings of the writing conferences. In total, a selection of 60 con-
ferences were observed, 30 from condition 1 (SGK) and 30 from condition 2
(GACW). In each of the writing conferences, peers were commenting on the first
drafts of each other’s text during one of the lessons (see App. D for an example).
Table 3 shows the mean time spent on the whole conference (total minutes writing
conference), on indicators of time and place, on task-related issues (calculated as all
activities minus activities coded as diversion), on global text contents, on conven-
tions (such as spelling, punctuation, and grammar), and finally on the interaction
process itself.

The differences between the time spent on each of the coded activities in the two
conditions were tested using ANCOVA analysis. In total, five ANCOVA analyses
were carried out using the total time in writing conference as a covariate. By doing
this, we controlled the effects of condition for differences in duration of the writing
conferences. Not surprisingly, total time in writing conference had a strong signifi-
cant effect on the time used for most of the activities (except for time spent on writing
conventions). Nevertheless, the difference between total time in writing conference

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of Writing Quality per
Assignment for Each of the Three Conditions (N � 140)

Condition M SD

Assignment 1:
1. SGK 59.95 24.76
2. GACW 39.32 21.26
3. Control 32.60 23.99

Assignment 2:
1. SGK 59.26 20.58
2. GACW 47.05 23.14
3. Control 40.56 22.18

Assignment 3:
1. SGK 62.71 20.47
2. GACW 46.31 21.35
3. Control 41.84 23.40

Assignment 4:
1. SGK 64.15 24.03
2. GACW 43.35 25.53
3. Control 42.81 24.07
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between the two conditions was not significant, indicating that students in both
conditions did not differ much in the time they took in responding to each other’s
texts (F(1, 58) � 3.58, p � .064). Results of the ANCOVA analyses showed a signifi-
cant effect on the time spent on indicators of time and place in the two conditions
(F(1, 58) � 49.71, p � .000, partial �2 � .466). The value of partial �2 indicates that the
difference between the use of indicators of time and place between the two condi-
tions is very large. While students in condition 1 on average spent almost 4 minutes
(3.7) in their writing conferences on discussing the use of these indicators (almost
half of the total time of the observed conferences), students in condition 2 on average
did not spent more than 16 seconds on these indicators (0.27 minute � 16.2 seconds).
In addition, a significant effect of condition was found for the time spent on global
text contents (subject, title, structure, goal and audience orientation, meeting the
assignment, comprehensibility) (F(1, 58) � 44.40, p � .000, partial �2 � .438), again
a very large effect (Cohen, 1988). This time, the students in condition 2 (GACW)
spent much more time discussing global text contents on average (5.4 minutes) than
students in condition 1 (3.43 minutes) (see Table 3). Although the amount of time
spent on global text contents by students in our condition SGK is certainly not
negligible, it is clear that the attention of students in condition GACW is much more
focused on discussing issues such as the subject, the title, and the text structure. For
this reason, we may conclude that the focus on specific genre knowledge has sub-
stantially determined the contents of peer interaction in the writing conferences. For
none of the other coded activities in the writing conferences, significant differences
were found for the two conditions (total task-related issues: F(1, 58) � 1.01, conven-
tions: F(1, 58) � 2.41, collaboration: F(1, 58) � .07). These results indicate that dif-

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Coded Activities in
Writing Conferences (N � 60)

Activities Coded M SD

Total minutes in writing conference: a

SGK 8.63 3.25
GACW 7.08 3.10

Minutes spent on indicators of time and place:
SGK 3.70 2.48
GACW .27 .57

Minutes spent on task-related issues:
SGK 8.03 3.15
GACW 6.78 3.20

Minutes spent on global text contents:
SGK 3.43 2.38
GACW 5.40 2.77

Minutes spent on writing conventions:
SGK .45 .68
GACW .73 .74

Minutes spent on interaction process:
SGK .45 .76
GACW .38 .63

Note.—The duration in minutes is summed over the two discussions about the texts of

participating students.
a
This is the actual time the students were on task, excluding non-task-related issues, such as

getting together, social talk, or getting materials in place.
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ferences in on-task behavior or in attention to conventions or to the interaction
process between the two experimental groups were quite small.

Students’ Attitudes toward Writing Conferences

Finally, in order to get more insight into the degree of engagement between stu-
dents in the two experimental conditions in their writing conferences, we analyzed
the scores given by the observers on students’ attitudes in the observed conferences.
Table 4 presents the mean attitude scores and their standard deviations in the two
experimental conditions. The means for task attitude indicate that in almost all cases
attitudes were perceived as positive (see explanatory note accompanying Table 4). In
addition, no significant difference was found for task attitudes in an ANOVA analysis
with experimental condition as factor (F(1, 58) � .08).

Discussion

This study probed the effects of instruction in specific genre knowledge and in gen-
eral aspects of communicative writing for peer response on the quality of writing of
sixth-grade students. On theoretical grounds, we predicted that instruction in spe-
cific genre knowledge results in better writing than does instruction in general as-
pects of communicative writing because it gives students a more concrete focus to
concentrate on while writing and while commenting on each other’s drafts. In addi-
tion, we compared the two experimental conditions to a control group receiving
language instruction according to the normal curriculum, not involving peer re-
sponse. We expected that students in the GACW condition would produce texts of
superior quality than those of the control students. Results revealed that the first
prediction was confirmed, but the second was not. The SGK condition produced
better texts than both the GACW condition and the control group on each of the four
(narrative and instructive) posttest writing tasks. However, no differences were
found in text quality between the GACW condition and the control group on any of
the posttest writing tasks.

Given that results were systematically the same for each of the four posttest writ-
ing tasks and for the two genres involved (narrative and instructive), and that effect
sizes found were large or very large, we may conclude that the evidence favoring
instruction in specific genre knowledge is quite impressive. It leaves very little doubt
that for these sixth-grade students instruction in the use of indicators of time and

Table 4. Perceived Attitudes of Students toward Writing Conferences
(N � 60)

Condition M SD

SGK 2.53 .90
GACW 2.60 .93

Note.—The attitudes were rated by observers separately for the discussion of each text on a

3 point scale (1 � positive, 2 � neutral, 3 � negative). Since for each pair of students there were

two texts to discuss, two attitude scores were given. These two attitude scores were summed for

each pair, resulting in a scale of 2 (both positive) – 6 (both negative). Therefore the mean of 2.6

indicates that in almost all cases attitudes were perceived as positive toward the task of peer re-

sponse.
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place was much more helpful in producing good narrative and instructive texts than
instruction focusing on general aspects of communicative writing (general purpose
of narrative and instructive texts and goal- and audience-oriented writing). In addi-
tion, findings relevant to our second research question (regarding the attention stu-
dents gave in their writing conferences to different aspects in the two experimental
conditions) clearly showed that students in the SGK condition paid much attention
to discussing the use of indicators of time and place, while students in the GACW
condition did not. Of the total average time spent in observed writing conferences in
the condition SGK, 43% of the time was spent on talking about the use of indicators
of time and place. Time spent on these indicators in writing conferences in the
GACW condition was only 4%. These findings strongly support the assumption that
specific genre knowledge is not only useful for students’ writing but is also used in
peer interaction for commenting on each other’s text and (presumably) also for
improving first drafts on the basis of these comments. In posttest writing, however,
peer response did not occur. Students in the SGK condition should have internalized
their knowledge about indicators of time and place in order to use it in posttest
writing and revision. The above results give support to the assumption that this
actually is what happened as a result of the lessons.

Our finding that instruction in general aspects of communicative writing did not
result in better text quality in comparison to the control group is quite surprising in
view of previous research pointing to positive effects (Corden, 2002, 2007; Sims,
2001). However, as mentioned previously, almost all of these studies combined sev-
eral instructional aspects in addition to general aspects of communicative writing,
such as instruction in writing strategies, modeling and discussing of strategies, in-
struction in metalinguistic knowledge, and sometimes also the use of linguistic fea-
tures (Englert et al., 1991, 1992; Graham et al., 2005; Kos & Maslowski, 2001). The
present study suggests that peer response with instruction in general aspects of com-
municative writing is not sufficient for achieving positive effects on writing quality.
First, we can exclude explanations such as differences in instructional time allocated,
engagement of students in the two experimental conditions during the peer-
response sessions, or the involvement of the students with the lessons in general.
Instructional time allocated (for the two experimental conditions) was experimen-
tally controlled. In addition, there was no significant difference in the observed atti-
tudes toward writing conferences during the response sessions between students in
the two experimental conditions, as shown in Table 4.

The observations of peer collaboration showed that writing conferences in the
GACW condition were as expected, that is, mainly oriented toward the global text
contents of the first drafts. On average, 76% of the time in these conferences was
spent discussing global aspects of the text, such as the title, the global structure, and
goal and audience orientation. Although students in the SGK condition also spent
substantial time on these aspects (about 40%), the difference is significant and sup-
ports the assumption that the use of general aspects of communicative writing in
peer response was not sufficient to improve text quality.

Students’ evaluation of the lessons was probed with a questionnaire about their
perceived usefulness. Students rated different aspects of the lessons (the role of text
models, planning texts together, discussing texts together). After each lesson pair, all
students answered a questionnaire (e.g., “Discussing my text with a peer partner was:
useful, a little bit useful, not very useful, not useful at all”). The results revealed that
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students in both experimental conditions were quite positive about the usefulness of
the lessons, and no significant differences between the students in the two experi-
mental conditions were found. Therefore, the better results of the students in the
SGK condition are not likely the consequence of more favorable attitudes toward the
lessons.

In addition, students in the GACW condition did not outperform students in the
control condition, who did not receive any systematic instruction in genre knowl-
edge and did not receive peer response. The fact that our GACW condition did not
result in superior writing suggests that the additional knowledge did not help stu-
dents to produce better texts or to give valuable commentaries on their peers’ texts.

From our theoretical vantage point, the results can be explained by pointing to the
fact that instruction in general aspects of communicative writing does not provide
concrete linguistic tools for formulation or revision. For that reason, students who
want to apply genre-appropriate formulations or revisions in their narratives or
instructions are left to their own existing resources to do so. They do not learn how
to focus on specific aspects of sentence construction, such as choice of words or
making descriptions more specific or exciting by their framing in time and place. In
addition, they do not learn to use a variety of linguistic phrases for realizing these
functions. In view of this lack of concrete focus that instruction in general aspects of
communicative writing provides for young writers, it is plausible that it doesn’t
simplify the complexity of the writing task and therefore forces them to persist in
their normal “knowledge telling” routine for writing and revision (Bereiter & Scar-
damalia, 1987; van Gelderen, 1997).

It is important to emphasize that in our lessons instruction in specific genre
knowledge was systematically supplied in all parts. In all stages of the writing process
(planning, formulating, discussion of first drafts, revision including all assignments
and exercises), students were focused on specific use of indicators of time and place
in model texts and in their own writing. This systematic focus on specific functions in
writing is seldom found in studies of writing with peer response, but may be respon-
sible for the robustness of the effects found in our study. At least, it is important to
emphasize that in our study specific genre knowledge was a major part of the whole
lesson series and was not restricted to checklists for peer response or revision only.
We believe that this systematic focus is an important condition for achieving the
effects on writing quality observed.

It is appropriate to point to some limitations of this study and the analyses
reported. First, we were not able to include pretest writing proficiency measures
as covariates because of time limitations in the schools’ schedules. Instead we
have used vocabulary and metacognitive knowledge measures as proxies. Al-
though our design was experimental, and students’ assignment to conditions was
strictly randomized (within classrooms), controlling for preexisting writing pro-
ficiency may provide an additional guarantee that groups are comparable on the
main outcome variable. Second, our analysis of posttest performance did not
include linguistic measures such as the appropriate use of indicators of time and
place as instructed in the SGK condition. Such analysis is certainly a valuable
addition to the more global analysis of writing as reported because it can provide
more certainty about the direct effects of the given instruction in this specific
type of genre-specific knowledge.
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Implications for Future Research

Given the promising results of this study of instruction in specific genre knowl-
edge, it will be worthwhile in the future to study the effects of instruction in specific
knowledge of other genres and other types of genre-specific knowledge. For example,
for argumentative genres, instead of indicators of time and place, other linguistic
features may be relevant, such as the use of repetitive phrases for emphasis, auxiliary
verbs to add voice or mood to the main verb (must, can, do), or the use of indicators
for the structure of the arguments (first, second, in addition, moreover, et cetera)
(see Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004). For expository genres, such as reports, features
such as clarity and brevity can be demonstrated by the use of unambiguous words,
systematic terminology, and transparent syntax. Finally, genre-specific features of
narratives and instructive texts that might be usefully brought to the attention of
young writers are not confined to the use of indicators of time and place. Other
features, such as the use of direct speech or personal pronouns for shifting perspec-
tive in stories, or the use of specific adjectives or adverbs to clarify attributes of
objects in an instruction, may also prove useful to focus students’ attention to spe-
cific functions in their writing process. It is quite difficult to decide in advance
whether such specific genre knowledge can be usefully taught to young writers in the
last years of elementary school and whether these students are able to apply this
knowledge in their writing. For that reason, we recommend experimental research
into all the different variables involved: the age of the students, the specific genres for
writing, and the accompanying linguistic features focused upon. A research base of
these different aspects of specific genre knowledge and writing instruction (with peer
response to assure that revision is taken seriously) can make a further contribution to
the practice of writing instruction in the late elementary and early secondary years.

Implications for Educational Practice

Results of this study indicate that peer response accompanied by instruction in
specific genre knowledge for students at the end of primary school is feasible and
effective in increasing their writing proficiency. Therefore, we would like to summa-
rize the most important implications for writing instruction. First, as mentioned
above, it seems important that students be systematically focused on the same func-
tions throughout all stages of their writing process (planning, formulating, revising).
In the planning stage, students can be presented with texts exemplifying the target
functions of writing in a specific genre and the specific linguistic features for realizing
them. During the formulating stage, students’ attention can be drawn to the use of
linguistic features for realizing their own genre-specific writing goals such as making
their narrative exciting or imaginative, their arguments convincing, or their exposi-
tion clearly understandable. During the writing conference preceding revision, these
same functions combined with their target linguistic features should remain in focus
by having students explicitly pay attention to these features in each other’s texts. This
will necessitate that students also become accustomed to revising the target struc-
tures, making them more familiar. In any case, it is important that students learn to
perceive linguistic features as tools for achieving genre-specific functions and not as
objectives in themselves.
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Second, although this was not part of our present research project, it is appropri-
ate to remind the reader that the lessons in both experimental conditions were em-
bedded in a thematic frame that was intended to make the different writing assign-
ments meaningful and motivating for the students. We believe that such attempts to
embed writing into a larger and meaningful theme, combined with opportunities for
students to actually publish their writing for an audience, are important conditions
for any writing intervention to succeed. Sadly, such conditions contrast sharply with
what we know from studies exploring the organization of regular writing instruction
in many schools (e.g., Gilbert & Graham, 2010).

Appendix A

Analyzing a Sample Text: The Use of Indicators of Time

The Secret Shack
At eight o’clock Rosa arrives on her bike. Suddenly she sees Sacha and Lidwien waiting at
the bushes next to the playground, as they had agreed. Once the playground had been their
meeting point. In the time they attended primary school they had a club. . . .

Read the explanation about the story you just read:
The writer uses words indicating when something happens. We call this indicators of time.
Sometimes the writer uses one word (for instance: once). Other times the writer indicates
time using more words (for instance: in the time they attended primary school. . . .

Even the tense of verbs shows if something happens at present (for instance: sees) or
in the past (for instance: had agreed).

Appendix B

Example of a Writing and Revision Assignment

Part 1. Writing assignment: A story about an impressive person

Read the following text:

In this piece Roald Dahl describes his remembrances of the saleswoman he bought sweets from
when he was at primary school:
The candy store of Mrs. Patchett was on the corner of the street next to our school. For us
it was what a pub is for a drunk. From our class, we could clearly see who went inside.
After school, we went there ourselves. There was one big drawback to that shop: Patchett
was a horror. She was a skinny little old bag with a moustache on her upper lip and a
mouth as sour as a green gooseberry. Near her nose was a mole, with a hair growing out.
She never smiled when she stood behind her wooden counter. The most horrible was her
filthiness. Her apron which came down from her hips, was grubby and dirty. Remains of
her breakfast clung to her blouse. Her hands were the worst; they looked like those of a
coalman. With these hands she grabbed in the jars with candy when we asked for liquo-
rice.

Complete the following writing assignment (15 minutes):

Write a story about someone in the time that you attended primary school and who made
a big impression. Make your text vivid by precise descriptions of the place and the chang-
ing of places. You may exaggerate a little to make your text funny. Write your text in
about 150 words (as in the example text).

Part 2. Revision assignment: Improvement of your story
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Complete the following assignment (10 minutes):

Read your story well as if you read it for the first time. Check whether your text is funny
and intelligible for the reader who doesn’t know who you are describing. Did you clarify
for the readers what you mean exactly and where things are happening. Take also care that
your text is carefully edited. Put lines in the text at places you are not contented with.
Then you know exactly where you want to change something.

Appendix C

An Example Text at the 50th Percentile and the Positive and Negative
Qualities Used for Scoring

Tarik Ruel
Tarik is a boy whom I see often. Plays outside often. And he is a very smart boy. But he
frequently shows off. He does so particularly at school. He is pretty tall, has black hair and
can play soccer well. I think it is strange of him that he doesn’t stand up for himself very
often. His best friend is his father. He has a little brother. He himself admits himself that
he is bad in everything except SOCCER. His favorite subject is MATH. Has small feet. Big
hands, and can hear well. Makes jokes during gym often. Is a cute boy to talk with to play
with and a lot more. His pupils are black (so black eyes for who don’t understand). He
often laughs about nearly all jokes. Bijna is his friend impressed the teachers already in the
first grade. Have been to camp with him.

Positive:

• Genre: it is a narrative (behavior and characteristics of the person are being de-
scribed)

• Content: the setting is primary school, description makes clear what impression the
person made

• Language use: relatively careful (punctuation, few spelling errors)

Negative:

• Structure: unclear because of chaotic switches between the description of characteris-
tics; no coherent image of the person; structure is enumerative instead of narrative

• Content: few details
• Language use: several incomplete sentences, the sentence “Bijna . . .” is not intelligible.
• Caricature: not really

Scoring Tool: Genre � Content �/� Structure � Language �/� Caricature �

Appendix D

Fragments of a Student’s Text and a Protocol of a Writing Conference
About These Fragments
1. Student’s text, “Ginny and the first grade”

Fragment 1
“1 . . . 2 . . . 3!! We are going to start now,” teacher Lars shouts. Ginny has to do a solo in
the musical. Actually she doesn’t have the nerve, but everyone says she can sing so well.
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That’s why she thought “why not” so now she does a solo for the whole school and her
parents of course. She starts to sing . . . .

Fragment 2
“Well done!” Samira says. “I wish I could sing so well.”
“Thanks,” Ginny says. She takes a sip of water.
She thinks that after the musical she only has a few more weeks left and then it’s over with
the old familiar primary school.
They used to play tag and hide-and-seek. And you went around the classes on your
birthday . . . they won’t do that anymore either.
“Hey, I asked you to move from my bag!” Ginny looked into Mitch’s eyes.

“Oh yes. Sorry.”

2. Protocol Writing Conference

Note

Mariëtte Hoogeveen is senior curriculum developer in the Department for Primary Education,
National Institute for Curriculum Development, Enschede, The Netherlands. Amos van Gelderen
is senior researcher at the Kohnstamm Institute, University of Amsterdam and professor at the
Rotterdam University of Applied Sciences. Address correspondence to Mariëtte Hoogeveen, De-
partment for Primary Education, National Institute for Curriculum Development (SLO), P.O. Box
2041 7500 CA Enschede, The Netherlands; e-mail: M.Hoogeveen@SLO.nl.
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