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Purpose 

The overall purpose of this project is to identify the instructional practices that are 

associated with writing achievement in first grade and to examine whether the impact of 

instruction is moderated by students’ incoming skills, and demographics (SES). To assess 

classroom instruction, we will rely heavily on observations coupled with teacher 

interviews and surveys. Since conducting comprehensive classroom observations 

presents a considerable challenge, we used the first year of the study (academic year 

2011-2012), to refine the classroom observational measure.  

 

Procedures and Findings in Year 1 

In order to test our observational system, we conducted a number of observations 

in the district. These observations occurred in first-grade classrooms at Brandywine 

Springs Elementary School. The observations occurred in the late fall and winter. Our 

goal for the observations was to observe a wide range of teachers in different schools in 

order to observe as much instructional variability as possible.  

Our team followed a specific procedure for each set of observations. For each 

observation in each classroom, at least two members of the research time were present 

(Coker, MacArthur, and two research assistants). For these observations, we used the 

following: a timer to record each time segment, a printed sheet with the description of the 

codes, a printed table to record the codes, and a small pad to record field notes and 

questions. After each observation we returned to our offices and debriefed what we had 

observed. This process allowed us to identify the ways in which our observation protocol 

was able (or unable) to capture the classroom activities.  

As an example, one of the things that we noticed during these observations (and 

observations in schools in another district) was the variability between teachers in 

classroom management. In our discussions it became clear that we wanted some measure 

of classroom management. However, we felt that asking observers to make global 

impressions would be difficult to implement reliably and might be hard to interpret (eg 

CLASS system, Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008). So we began discussing how we could 

develop a broad measure of classroom management that would not require observers to 

make highly inferential judgments. Ultimately, we decided to have observers count how 

many times the classroom teacher was interrupted during instruction. This measure was 

direct and easy to obtain, and from our observations we saw that it varied considerably 

between teachers we judged to be stronger versus weaker. 

In the early winter, Dr. Fred Hofstetter created an electric version of the 

observation protocol to be used on ipads. We installed this application on an ipad and 

tested it during several observations to determine if there were problems with the design 

or functionality of the application. We found that the electronic version of the coding 



system made the coding process much more efficient for observers. In addition, it made it 

possible for us to export the data directly into a spreadsheet for analysis.  

The overarching goal for year 1 of the project was to refine the codes used for the 

observational protocol and to create an electronic version of the protocol. Thanks to help 

from teachers in the district, we were able to meet this goal.  

 

Plan Years 2 &3  

In years 2-3 of the project, we will use the observational protocol to observe 

instruction in a total of fifty first-grade classrooms. As in year 1, teachers will be asked to 

work with researchers to find a convenient day for the observations and to allow the 

observers to watch instruction in the academic subjects. In addition, teachers will be 

asked to participate in a fall interview. The interview begins with broad questions about 

teachers’ general approach to writing instruction, their goals for their students, and their 

perceptions of their students’ strengths and difficulties. It includes questions about the 

writing curriculum, instructional methods and materials, scheduling and classroom 

organization, assessment, and planning. There are also questions about teachers’ training 

and professional development. During the interview, the interviewer will record the types 

of text available in the classroom using a survey.  

In the fall and spring of years 2 and 3, we will assess participating students in the 

following areas: handwriting, spelling, writing quality, decoding skills, reading 

comprehension, expressive and receptive vocabulary. In addition, an interview is planned 

to assess students’ writing knowledge and attitudes  

 

 

 


