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Abstract

A study was conducted to measure student growth in expressive writing for 133 sixth 
graders over a four month period.  The study compared two process writing approaches:  
the first used conspicuous strategies including a graphic organizer for paragraph writing 
(BW); the second used a standard process writing approach taught in many schools in the 
nation (PW).  Student growth was analyzed for two subgroups within each intervention, 
general education students and special education/at-risk students. Results show 
significant gains for both approaches for the general education students, though more so 
for BW. Results were highly significant for the special education/at risk population using 
BW strategies, whereas the PW approach showed no growth for this population.  
Implications for the use of these conspicuous strategies in the teaching of expressive 
writing are discussed.
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The educational challenge to bring all children to higher levels of competence in 

their academics is daunting.  In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was passed 

(www.nclb.gov) calling on educators to use research-validated strategies in order to 

effectively teach an ever-increasing diverse population of students.  Elementary and 

middle schools across the nation are engaged in the pursuit of finding the best ways to 

teach the foundation skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic at a faster pace than ever 

before. 

How are our children doing? 

The National Assessment of Educational Performance (NAEP) has been 

administered since 1969, providing a nationally representative indicator of how the 

nation’s students are achieving in academic subjects.  These tests, administered at grades 

4, 8, and 12, provide information that can help to determine long term trends 

educationally.  In 2005, the percent of students in both 4th and 8th grades achieving at or 

above proficiency in reading was 31%, and the percent of students achieving at or above 

proficiency in math was 36% for 4th graders and 30% for 8th graders.  Approximately 

two-thirds of our 4th and 8th graders were at basic or below basic levels in reading and 

math.

The data for writing proficiency nationwide is even lower. The last NAEP test for 

writing was conducted in 2002.  At that time, 28% of fourth-graders and 31% of eighth-

graders performed at or above the “proficient” level in writing across the nation.  While 

this demonstrated improvement in writing for 4th graders compared with 1998 results 

(23% to 28%) and for 8th graders (27% to 31%), this level of proficiency is not especially 

high.  

http://www.nclb.gov/
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Looking at the subgroup of students from families with a low socio-economic 

level is particularly alarming.  Students who were eligible for free/reduced-price lunch 

scored substantially below their grade-level peers, with grade 4 at 15% at or above 

proficiency, and grade 8 at 16% at or above proficiency (U.S. Dept of Education). 

What is keeping our students from becoming proficient writers?

In order to increase proficiency in writing for all students, it is imperative to 

understand what we know about student learning of writing, as well as the teaching of 

writing and what characteristics inhibit student success.  From the perspective of student 

learning, there is an ever-widening spread of cultures, languages, abilities, and other 

characteristics in a typical classroom (Gollnick & Chinn, 2002).  Not only do students 

vary in their native languages, but students also vary in their language-processing 

abilities. Students do not necessarily share the same background and/or vocabulary.  

Some may have difficulty relating to a writing topic and over time become dependent on 

the teacher (Hallenbeck, 2002).  Weaknesses in language can cause a student to have 

trouble with vocabulary related to a topic, which then affects oral and written expression.  

Students with reading problems often experience trouble with spelling.  Students with 

disabilities may struggle with writing activities because they may know less than their 

classmates about the steps of writing; they are not proficient in planning and/or 

organizing their writing (Graham & Harris, 1997), or with mechanics and spelling 

(Warger, 2002).  Overall, research has shown that students with learning disabilities or 

other special needs often struggle more with the subject of writing than their normally 

achieving peers (Graham, Harris, & Larsen, 2001; Harris & Graham, 1992, 1999).
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Elements in the teaching of writing, although well intentioned, can also impede 

student proficiency in this area. Stein, Dixon, & Isaacson (1994) proposed that instruction 

may be one reason students struggle with writing because too little time is provided for 

writing or the instruction is not designed to meet the learning needs of the students. 

Process writing

One positive change in writing that has occurred in the last forty years is that 

writing has moved from a product-oriented model, focusing primarily on mechanics and 

grammar, to a process-oriented model that includes content and movement through steps 

or writing stages (Cooper, 2000; Routman, 2000; Ruddell, 2002; Tompkins, 2000).  In its 

most basic format, process writing involves teaching students to plan, write, and revise.  

It also can involve the establishment of a comfortable environment for self expression 

which many teachers refer to as “Writer’s Workshop” time in a classroom. By 

establishing a supportive atmosphere for writing, students work as a writing community 

proceeding through multiple phases or stages at their own pace in order to express their 

thoughts in writing in a meaningful manner.  This process can also link reading, writing, 

speaking, and listening activities for a comprehensive approach to self expression.

Whereas process writing has benefited many students in the classroom, some 

students have still required more systematic instruction in writing in order to be 

successful (Graham & Harris, 1994).  For students who are socio-economically at risk 

and/or are disabled, the complex processes involved in becoming skilled writers are 

difficult. There is a strong body of high-quality research, however, which supports 

quality instruction, including writing instruction.

Research on best practice in teaching 
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In 1994, the National Center for Improving the Tools of Educators (NCITE) at the 

University of Oregon published a technical report called, “Executive Summary of the 

Research Synthesis on Effective Teaching Principles and the Design of Quality Tools for 

Educators” (Ellis, Worthington, & Larkin, 1994).  In that report, ten effective teaching 

principles that were supported by research were laid out.  Highlights of those ten 

principles include active engagement during instructional tasks; direct teaching by the 

teacher; and scaffolding, strategic instruction, and explicit instruction to promote 

independence and self-regulation, and teaching sameness.

These principles can be applied to improving writing instruction.  By 1998, a 

smaller list of effective teaching strategies accommodating diverse learners was offered 

by Kameenui & Carnine (1998).  Again associated with the National Center to Improve 

the Tools of Educators (NCITE) from the University of Oregon, the six accommodations 

included:  a) big ideas; b) conspicuous strategies; c) primed background knowledge; d) 

mediated scaffolding; e) judicious review; and f) strategic integration. 

In 2006, Ideas that Work, from the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), 

sponsored a website called The Access Center (www.k8accesscenter.org).   The web site 

provides strategies to improve student access to the K-8 general education curriculum 

classifying them on a continuum depending upon their research base.  Specific strategies 

have been given a “green light” (evidence-based practices) or a “yellow light” (promising 

practices).  Two instructional practices that are related to the teaching of writing that have 

received green lights for being evidence based are Direct Instruction (explicit 

instruction), and peer-assisted learning strategies (PALS).  Direct instruction is a fast 

paced, structured, repetitive, teacher-directed method of instruction.  It is a systematic, 

http://www.k8accesscenter.org/
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explicit, intense interaction between the teacher and student(s), with frequent assessments 

and support for accurate learning.  Peer-assisted learning strategies allow for pairings of 

students in coach/player roles. These pairs interact in structured cooperative activities, 

supporting each other through frequent oral interaction, feedback and reinforcement.  A 

third learning tool that received a green light for its evidence base in supporting 

instruction is the use of cognitive or meta-cognitive strategies.  These techniques or rules 

help students acquire, store, use, and retrieve information they have learned, thereby 

supporting students who lack organization, have difficulty with abstract concepts, or have 

memory/communication delays.

Research on best practice in writing instruction

Key elements from these evidence-based teaching strategies appear as 

components in the research specifically for writing instruction. A meta-analysis of over 

15 years of research-based examples of teaching writing to students with learning 

disabilities was conducted by Gersten and Baker (2001).  They found three broad 

concepts essential in teaching writing, two of which employ explicit instruction:   a) 

explicitly teaching the steps of the writing process (planning, writing, and revision) and 

b) explicitly teaching the conventions of writing genres.  The final broad concept 

identified in this meta-analysis involved improving quality of writing through ongoing 

guided feedback.

Cognitive and meta-cognitive strategies also appear in research for improved 

writing instruction.  There are more than 30 studies showing the value of a meta-

cognitive approach called Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) for both 

normally achieving students as well as those with learning disabilities (Harris, Graham, & 
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Mason, 2003).  SRSD has supported writing improvement across a variety of genres, 

helping students in four main areas of writing: quality of writing, knowledge of writing, 

approach to writing, and self-efficacy (belief about one’s own ability to perform).  The 

six stages in this approach involve: a) activating background knowledge; b) discussing 

the strategy; c) modeling it; d) memorizing it; e) supporting it, and f) performing it 

independently. 

Research has supported the use of other strategies using a cognitive approach. 

Hallenbeck (2002) found that Cognitive Strategy Instruction in Writing helped 7th grade 

students with learning disabilities to improve their writing performance.  This involved 

three guiding principles: a) students need to understand that writing is a process including 

planning, organizing, writing, editing, and revising; b) immature writers need “think 

aloud” support from the teacher to help scaffold instruction to match the level of the 

student; and c) there is a social feature of writing that involves the importance of writing 

for authentic purposes and real audiences.  Schumaker and Deshler (2003) added to the 

research on cognitive strategies by finding that students with disabilities can succeed in 

writing multi-paragraph themes enabling them to reach proficiency on state tests when 

taught using explicit writing strategies such as paragraph writing, error monitoring, 

InSPECT (spelling), and theme writing.

Statement of Problem

For over ten years, there has been a growing body of research to validate 

approaches that can support students in becoming better writers. However, state and 

national testing results show that many students still struggle to demonstrate proficiency 

in expressive writing, especially those at risk socio-economically and/or with disabilities.  
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A problem exists bridging the “research to practice” gap in teaching expressive writing. 

Most teachers are provided with district/state writing curricula and often receive training 

in using process writing; however, they do not necessarily receive training on how to 

deliver instruction using research-based teaching strategies.  Specifically, a problem 

exists in finding a way to systematize those strategies and integrate them into a 

comprehensive and step-by-step manner for teachers to use when teaching writing in 

inclusive classrooms.  Once systematized, this strategic approach needs to be compared 

with the current standard process writing approach, to assess if, in fact, general education 

students as well as those at risk and/or with disabilities benefit by these practices.  The 

purpose of this study is to demonstrate the results of just such a comparison, showing 

student growth in expressive writing using two instructional approaches to process 

writing.  An instructional intervention involving the delivery of a systematic approach 

involving explicit instruction in writing phases, with conspicuous strategies for helping 

students to be actively engaged in the learning process will be compared to a standard 

writing approach used in many K-8 classrooms in the nation.  

The research questions driving the study include:  1) Is one intervention superior 

to the other for all students?  2)  Do both groups of students respond similarly to the 

interventions?

Method

Participants

This study investigated a total of 133 6th grade students from one mid-western 

school district, three classes in School A and three classes in School B. Initially, there 

were a total of 150 students who participated in this study.  Seventeen students were 
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eliminated due to missing data.  This was primarily a result of student absence on days 

when data were collected. The 6th grade students in both schools were inclusive, with 

both general education students and those identified as special education/at-risk being 

represented in the classroom.  Special education students were defined as those who were 

officially identified with a disability and were eligible for special education support.  At- 

risk students were identified by the state formula based on financial need (students who 

qualified for free or reduced-price school lunches). School A had 31 general education 

students and 34 special education/at-risk students (total of 65 students), while School B 

had 43 general education students and 25 special education/at-risk students (total 68 

students). There were 37 males and 28 females in School A, and 37 males and 31 females 

in School B. School A had 10 African American students, 54 Caucasian students and 1 

Hispanic student; for School B there were 10 African American students and 58 

Caucasian students.

This study also included 6 classroom teachers who provided instruction in the 

writing process.  The teachers in School A included 1 male and 2 females, with an 

average of 6 years of teaching experience.  In addition, all teachers in School A had a 

Masters Degree in Education.  Two of these teachers were Caucasian and one Asian.   

The teachers in School B included 3 females, with an average of 18 years of teaching 

experience.  Two of the teachers in School B held a Masters Degree in Education while 

the third teacher held a Bachelor’s Degree in Education.  All three teachers were 

Caucasian.  

Writing instruction interventions
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Teachers in School A were taught a set of conspicuous and interactive strategies 

to assist in teaching their standard curriculum, which included a graphic organizer for 

writing paragraphs called a blueprint, hence referred to as blueprint writing (BW).   BW 

training consisted of 6 sessions totaling 10 hours.   Emphasis was given to teaching 

process writing stages that included explicit teaching of writing vocabulary, scaffolding 

that included multi-sensory experiences and language-rich brainstorming, visual graphic 

organizers, and peer-assisted learning in pre-writing and editing.

Teachers in School B used the district’s standard process-writing program (PW).  

In order to assure teachers in School B had a thorough understanding and commitment to 

these teaching strategies, they were re-trained in this process writing curriculum.  They 

received a three day workshop which consisted of 21 hours in PW instruction.  This 

additional teacher training assured that both groups of teachers were current in their 

respective writing strategies.  

Procedure

Permission to implement the study was obtained from the principals of the two 

elementary schools selected to be in the study. Permission to participate in the study was 

obtained from the parents of the 6th grade students in both schools.  Data were analyzed 

only from those students for whom parental permission was granted.  

Teacher training took place prior to the start of the study.  Teachers had access to 

materials and support for the specific approach they were implementing.  In addition, 

teachers were asked to complete forms that provided information related to their teaching 

experience.
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The study plan required that the Written Expression subtest of the WIAT-II, Form 

A, be taken by all study participants as the initial step in the process. For the next four 

months, School A implemented the blueprint writing approach (BW) and School B 

implemented the standard process writing approach (PW).  At the end of the four month 

period, a post-test of the Written Expression subtest of the WIAT-II, Form B, was 

administered to the same students.  

Analysis

The study questions identified for this research project were:  1) Is one 

intervention superior to the other for all students?  2) Do both groups of students respond 

similarly to the interventions?

To determine the answers to these questions, pre- and post-test scores were 

analyzed to compare aggregate differences between the two instructional approaches for 

expressive writing (School A=BW, School B=PW), for two subgroups of students 

(general education students and special education/at-risk students). A formal analysis 

(ANOVA) was then performed to determine the statistical significance of the differences 

found.

After the WIAT-II subtests were scored, data were collected and assembled into 

an SPSS data base. The specific data for each student within the SPSS data base included 

school identification, student identification, student education classification (special/at-

risk, general) and composite raw scores from both WIAT-II subtests.  After entering the 

raw data, the pre-test and post-test data were standardized using the WIAT-II Grade-

Based Standard Scores tables. Pre-test data were standardized using the grade 6 ‘Winter’ 

table and post-test data were standardized using the grade 6 ‘Spring’ table.
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Results

Comparison of standard scores from pretests and posttests

Since the purpose of this study was to compare mean growth over a four month 

period, the two schools did not have to be matched in pre-test scores. Table 1 presents the 

mean pretest and posttest standardized scores for both student types receiving both 

intervention treatments.  By using the standardized scores, which by definition take into 

account the maturation of students over time, the difference between the pretest and 

posttest scores were used to calculate the improvement in writing for each student over 

the four months of this study.  Table 1 shows the aggregate mean growth of students as 

measured by the change between WIAT-II pretest and posttest scores, suggesting that 

general education students improved in their writing ability over the four months in both 

treatment conditions.  The special education/at-risk students in the BW treatment showed 

considerably more growth than those in the PW treatment over this same period. 

Insert Table 1

Statistical significance of results

In order to determine the significance of these data, researchers used a two-factor 

independent-groups ANOVA procedure. Each factor in the ANOVA analysis had two 

categories. Factor One was identified as the Intervention Method. The two categories for 

Factor One corresponded to the BW and PW writing strategies.  Factor Two was 

identified as Student Type. The two categories for Factor Two corresponded to the 

special education/at-risk and the general education student populations.  The variable 

analyzed was the pre-test/post-test score difference for each student.  The results are 

found in Table 2.
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Insert Table 2

Between and Within Group differences

The overall test between intervention types showed that growth in standard scores 

between intervention types was highly significant (F (1,130) = 67.78, p<.01) as was the 

interaction between intervention types and student types (F (1,130) = 11.88, p<.01).  The 

difference between student types was not significant (F (1,130) = .443, p>.05).  This was 

further analyzed using a Bonferroni post hoc comparison.  For the special education/at-

risk student population, the difference between being instructed with the BW and the PW 

interventions was significant at the p<0.01 level (t = 7.791).  Using the aggregate mean 

differences in Table 1, it is apparent that the growth of the special education/at-risk 

students receiving the BW intervention outperformed their counterparts receiving the PW 

intervention. The difference between the BW and PW interventions for the general 

education student population was also significant at the p<0.01 level (t = 4.355).  Again, 

the growth in writing for general education students receiving the BW intervention was 

statistically higher than for that same student group receiving the PW intervention. The 

difference between the special education/at-risk and the general education student 

population receiving the BW intervention was statistically insignificant (t = 0.639), 

showing that there was not a significant difference between student subgroups in this 

intervention (improvement scores were similar).  The difference between the two student 

populations receiving the PW intervention was statistically significant at the p<0.01 level 

(t = 3.451), as the general education students’ improvement was significantly more than 

the special education/at-risk subgroup.  Table 3 shows the results of this post hoc 

comparison.
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Insert Table 3

Addressing the first of the two study questions, is one intervention superior to the 

other for all students, the answer is yes.  The statistical analysis showed a significant 

difference between intervention types, with growth in writing from students receiving the 

BW intervention superior to the PW intervention for both student subgroups.  The second 

study question asked whether both groups of students responded similarly to the 

interventions.  The answer to this question is no.  Statistically the special education/at-

risk students receiving the PW intervention did not demonstrate improvement over the 

four month of instruction.

Discussion

Within this study, general education students were seen to improve in their 

writing abilities using the standard process writing (PW) approach and improved at even 

a quicker pace if the conspicuous strategies and explicit instruction of the BW 

intervention were incorporated into the instruction.  Further, the study showed significant 

growth in writing for students at risk and/or with disabilities who were taught using 

conspicuous strategies, and no significant growth for this population using only the 

standard process writing.  It is no surprise that using research-validated strategies to teach 

to the wide span of abilities in inclusive classrooms should result in improved 

performance.  The difficulty lies in finding a systematic way to incorporate those 

strategies into instruction, so that busy teachers can add them into their instructional 

repertoire.

In this study, a specific approach to incorporating evidence-based strategies was 

taught to the teachers using the BW intervention.  This approach was in instructional 



Comparison of Writing Instruction Approaches

16

delivery.  It did not change the curriculum standards or expectations.  For educators 

responsible for writing instruction, this study confirms that the systematic, conspicuous 

strategies in the BW approach, taken from research-validated techniques, can result in 

significant student progress over the standard process writing approach.  This has 

implications for helping teachers provide effective instruction to students of all abilities, 

which first and foremost will benefit these students individually to become competent 

writers.  As classrooms of children increase in their writing ability, their growth will be 

reflected in improved state high-stakes testing scores and ultimately on tests such as the 

NAEP.  Because the results for the BW approach are particularly valuable in relation to 

at-risk learners, this is especially meaningful as this population needs the most effective 

educational interventions in order to become proficient writers as well as to meet the 

requirements of NCLB and the various state high-stakes tests.

The Blueprint Writing (BW) approach

The BW approach was designed to incorporate conspicuous strategies into the 

explicit teaching of the writing process, so that oral language is stimulated before the 

written word, via vocabulary building activities and multi-sensory experiences related to 

the writing topic.  Graphic organizers are used to support vocabulary development and 

add visual support for spelling of key words and memory aids for concepts discussed.  

Even more, the color-coded blueprint form for organizing ideas into paragraphs provides 

concrete and visual support for students who require scaffolding at that level, yet are not 

required for those students who understand that process.  The teacher is taught how to use 

explicit instruction in highly interactive lessons, and to allow for students to “talk aloud” 

their stories before writing.  Peer assisted learning is involved, as students “talk” their 
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paragraphs out to partners before writing and during editing. Editing is done three times: 

first, when the student uses the class-created editing rubric on his/her own writing, then 

for peer editing, and finally for teacher conferencing.  This allows for individualized 

instruction at each student’s own level of understanding the writing process.  Finally, all 

writing is given an authentic outcome by the publishing process, so that students know 

they are writing for a purpose.  The BW strategies can be applied to any school district 

curriculum as they are designed to take the research-validated techniques and put them 

into a format easily adopted by classroom teachers.  

Need for systematic approaches to support teacher instruction

This study does not negate the value of a standard writing process format in 

teaching expressive writing to students.  Instead, it highlights the importance of 

embedding evidence-based teaching strategies into that instruction.  It is important for 

schools to have a writing curriculum with a scope and sequence for teaching the skills 

and knowledge needed for students to become good writers.  It is also important for 

teachers to be trained in the use of a writing process, and how to talk about good writing 

with students using a shared vocabulary and which includes assessing student writing; 

but, because writing is such a complex skill, the use of research-validated teaching 

strategies needs to be embedded in the instruction to support learners of all types to find a 

concrete way to understand and build their skills.  This study demonstrates that this 

element can be systematized and added into the instruction of expressive writing resulting 

in improved outcomes for all students in their writing ability.

Limitations of this study
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          As with any study of this type, resources of time and personnel were limited. It 

would have been desirable to test multiple grades in multiple schools in a variety of 

districts throughout the country with a perfectly matched sample of students. 

Unfortunately this was not possible due to a variety of constraints. On the other hand, the 

sample was large enough and the results were significant enough that expectations for 

writing improvement can be generalized with a high level of confidence. 

Another limitation in this study involves the teachers for each instructional 

intervention.  Although the participants in each intervention were reasonably matched, 

the teacher characteristics show a disparity.  Teachers in School A (BW intervention) 

were less experienced (6 years) versus those in School B (PW intervention), who had 18 

years of experience, on average, yet the students in School A outperformed those in 

School B.  The study did not include observations of their styles of teaching. Both groups 

of teachers were trained/retrained in their approach just prior to the four-month study 

period.  Even still, the difference between the two groups of teachers may impact the 

results.

Finally, this study used an intervention that involved a composite process, not a 

single teaching strategy.   Some might want to know which teaching strategies accounted 

for the most student learning.  Although the strategies embedded in the BW approach 

were taken from research-validated techniques, it would not be possible to tease out 

which of the individual techniques accounted for the growth seen. 

Future research

With the evidence available regarding instructional practices that support student 

learning, future research should focus on how to embed those strategies into systematic 
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subject instruction.  This involves more than just teaching the strategies in pre-service 

and in-service trainings.  Teachers are busy every day teaching their classes and at night 

correcting papers and planning lessons.  They benefit from having systematic programs 

to teach different subjects laid out, which should include the evidence-based strategies as 

to possible ways to deliver that instruction.  The evidence that a conspicuous strategy 

approach, such as the blueprint writing approach, is successful with both general and 

special education/at-risk populations should be replicated in a variety of settings and at 

various grade levels to add value to the findings in this study.  Various combinations of 

evidence-based strategies should be investigated, for example combining cognitive 

strategies with highly interactive vocabulary instruction.  

In addition, given that there is a reasonable body of research to support good 

writing instruction, more research is needed to address the barriers that prevent teachers 

from incorporating these strategies into their daily instruction.  

For more information on these strategies, contact the authors of this study.
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Table 1

Pretest, Posttest, and Mean Difference Statistical Parameters  

_______________________________________________________________________

___Pretest___         __Posttest__    __Difference_

School    Student Type Mean      SD        Mean  SD____ MD       SD_____

A (BW)   General Ed    96.9     11.3        108.4 12.5    11.48      8.1

B (PW)   General Ed 103.1     12.0        108.7 13.0      5.67      4.9

A (BW)   SpEd/At Risk   75.1       7.8          87.5 10.1    12.38      4.1

B (PW)   SpEd/At Risk   74.1       7.3          74.8   8.6      0.76      5.2

______________________________________________________________________
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Table 2

Two Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) for Effects of Intervention Type, Student 
Types, and Subjects within Interventions/Student Type Groups

________________________________________________________________________

SS MS F (1, 130) p

Intervention type 2,172 2,172 67.78    <0.01

Student type 13.89 13.89 0.43      >0.05

Interaction 381.01 381.01 11.88   <0.01

Subjects within
intervention/student
type groups 4167.7 32.06
_______________________________________________________________________
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Table 3

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons on interaction

_____________________________________________________________________

Variable Mean 1 Mean  2 t p

_____________________________________________________________________

Special ed/at-risk 12.38     .76 7.79 <.01

General education 11.48   5.67 4.36 <.01

BW 12.38 11.48   .64 no

PW    .76   5.67 3.45 <.01

_____________________________________________________________________


