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Abstract 

After writing a first draft of a persuasive letter, 87 fifth grade students were randomly 

assigned to one of three conditions:  being a reader, observing readers, or practice writing control 

group.  The reader group read and discussed three persuasive essays.  The observer group 

listened to the reader group’s discussions and took notes; then they had their own discussion.  

The control group practiced writing persuasively.  Afterwards, all groups revised their first 

drafts.  The reader group produced second drafts that were of better quality and contained more 

evidence of audience awareness than the control group.  The observer group did not differ from 

either group.  The groups did not differ on a transfer task occurring one-week later.  Implications 

for instruction that includes reading and observing activities related to writing are discussed. 
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Discussion 

 The primary purpose of the current study was to investigate the effects of reader and 

observational learning activities on fifth grade students’ overall persuasive writing quality, 

processes, and revisions.  Prior to revision, the Reader group read and discussed three persuasive 

letters and decided which letter was the most persuasive.  The Observer group listened to the 

Readers’ discussions and afterwards had their own discussion about what they heard.  The 

control group practiced persuasive writing independently. Analyses showed that Readers revised 

their writing to be significantly better in overall persuasive writing quality than students in the 

Control group.   The Observers did not differ significantly from either the Readers or the Control 

group.   

 In addition, analyses of the actual revisions made by students and the argumentative 

elements included in final drafts demonstrate differences between the Reader and Control groups 

related to audience awareness. Readers made significantly more revisions related to alternative 

proposition elements and included significantly more alternative proposition elements in their 

revised papers than Control students. The Observers were not significantly different from either 

Readers or Controls.  

 Qualitative analyses of students’ explanations of their revisions and what they 

learned shed additional light on the quantitative findings. Students in the Reader groups said that 

they learned to think about the audience perspective and explained many of their revisions as 

attempts to communicate with the audience. Few students in the Observer or Control groups 

commented on audience issues. 

 The Readers wrote more perusuasively than the Control group and included more 

argumentative elements that show audience awareness.   That Readers were able to write better 
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quality papers than the Control group is consistent with previous research (e.g., Holliway & 

McCutchen, 2004).  Skilled writers evaluate their own writing in terms of evaluation criteria 

appropriate for the writing task.  The Readers learned evaluation criteria through participation in 

the Reader activities and were able to use this knowledge to improve the overall quality of their 

writing during revision.  Although this finding is consistent with past research, there are several 

key differences between the current study and previous research.  In the current study, the 

revisions made after participation in the Reader activity were analyzed and results indicate that 

during revision Readers included more argumentative elements specifically geared towards 

audience awareness (i.e., counterarguments, rebuttals).  Secondly,  past research with upper 

elementary school-age students utilized a concrete writing task (i.e., describe a tangram),  The 

current study utilized a more common academic writing task similar to the one used with junior 

high school students in an earlier study (Rijlaarsdam & Braaksma, 2004).   In summary, the 

findings of the current study suggest that Reader activities are an effective way for upper 

elementary school-age students to develop writing skills that can be applied during revision to to 

improve the overall quality of their writing.   

 The finding that the Observer group did not improve significantly over the Reader or 

Control groups on any of the measures is inconsistent with previous research on observational 

learning (Rijlaarsdam & Braaksma, 2004).  One explanation for this finding is that previous 

research on observation of readers as a way to learn about writing has been conducted with 

junior high school students rather than upper elementary school students.  Age may be a factor in 

observational learning.  Another explanation may be that previous research included 

observational learning activities which actually required students to do more than observe.  For 

example, in a closely related study, Rijlaarsdam & Braaksma (2004) asked observers to listen in 
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on a discussion, create a poster of their findings, and then present what they learned to their class 

during an oral presentation.  Therefore, the goal of observing was about reflection and 

consolidation of knowledge in addition to collecting information.  In contrast, in the current 

study, students listened to a discussion and then had an informal discussion with each other about 

what they heard.   Thus, the goal of the observational task in the current study was primarily to 

collect and summarize information.  Perhaps, observational tasks are more effective when they 

include more specific and elaborated goals for observing.  Future research in this area should 

consider what makes observational learning tasks effective:  how do age, observational learning 

task, or characteristics of the model observed impact how much observers are able to learn from 

observational learning activities? 

 Another explanation for the results comes from the qualitative analyses.   The Observers’ 

discussions illustrate that Observers did not extract counterarguments as an evaluation criterion 

from the Readers’ discussions.   Therefore it is not surprising that they did not include this 

element in their revisions.  One reason Observers may not have been able to identify this feature 

of persuasive writing is because their task was not as engaging or reflective as the Readers.  This 

idea is supported by the differences in Readers’ and Observers’ discussions.  Readers’ 

discussions were elaborate and specific to the text whereas Observers discussions were list-like 

and general.   The difference in discussion format and quality may be the result of the discussion 

tasks. Readers were asked to read and evaluate each piece of writing whereas Observers were 

asked to discuss what they heard the Readers say.      

 Finally, there were no group differences in writing quality or inclusion of argument 

elements on the transfer writing task.   The most probable explanation for this finding is the short 

duration of the study.  The Reader and Observer activities lasted only 45 minutes on one day and 
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students had no prior instruction in persuasive writing during fifth grade.   Future research should 

replicate this study for an extended period of time to understand if time would impact transfer.  

 Although the Readers did write more persuasive essays than both the Observer and Control 

groups, it is important to note that the Readers essays did not score very highly on the overall 

quality rubric.  The average score for a revised persuasive essay was a 3.89 on a 7-point scale.  In 

addition, it is important to note that not all Readers were able to include argumentative elements 

geared towards audience awareness after revision.  Some Readers included many more 

argumentative elements than others.  For example, one reader included seven alternative 

proposition argumentative elements whereas another included none.  Thus, the results imply that 

some learners may require more explicit instruction in using evaluation criteria effectively.    

These two caveats suggest that one instructional method alone is not sufficient for helping 

students develop writing skills completely.  Effective writing instruction includes a variety of 

methods such as process approaches and strategy instruction (see Graham & Perin, 2007) to 

address students’ needs.   

 In conclusion, the present study addressed the call for more research on effective writing 

instructional practices for adolescents (Graham & Perin, 2007).   Instruction must address both 

the social and cognitive complexities in writing and it must hold teachers and students to high 

standards.  Despite the difficulties inherent in designing effective writing instruction, literacy 

scholars are responsible for meeting the challenge.   Adolescents deserve carefully designed 

instruction to prepare them to write clearly and logically for a range of purposes and audiences 

so that they can be successful students, workers and citizens of a democratic society. 


