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A systematic review was undertaken to 
answer the research question ‘What is the 
evidence for successful practice in teach-
ing and learning with regard to non-fic-
tion writing (specifically argumentative 
writing) for 7-14 year olds?’ using EPPI-
Centre methodology. Starting with studies 
published since 1990, 1,630 papers were 
identified by initial searching of which 
1,494 abstracts and titles were screened. 
Of these, 29 were identified as meeting 
the inclusion criteria for the review. Three 
studies were reviews; of the remaining 
26, 16 were included after second-stage 
screening.

Results showed that certain conditions are 
either assumed or have to be in place to 
create a climate for successful practice. 
These are not specific to argumentative 
writing, but include a writing process 
model in which students are encouraged to 
plan, draft, edit and revise their writing; 
self-motivation; some degree of cogni-
tive reasoning training, in addition to the 
natural cognitive development that takes 
place with maturation; peer collabora-
tion, thus modelling a dialogue that (it is 

hoped) will become internal and consti-
tute ‘thought’; and explicit and very clear 
explanations for students of the processes 
to be learned.

The specific strategies have been identi-
fied that have contributed to successful 
practice in teaching and learning with 
regard to argumentative writing for 7-14 
year olds include ‘heuristics’, that is, scaf-
folding of structures and devices that aid 
the composition of argumentative writ-
ing – in particular, planning, which can 
include examining a question, brainstorm-
ing, organising and sequencing ideas, and 
evaluating; planning which is extensive, 
elaborated and hierarchical, which can 
make for more effective argumentative 
drafting and completion of essays; the use 
of oral argument, counterargument and 
rebuttal to inform written argument; the 
identification of explicit goals (including 
audiences) for writing; teacher modelling 
of argumentative writing; and ‘proce-
dural facilitation’, that is, coaching by the 
teaching through the process of writing 
argument.

Abstract
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Aims and rationale for current 
review

Our review focuses on the argumentative 
genres of non-fiction writing.

Non-fiction writing – as indicated by the 
negative definition – has been the least 
favoured aspect of writing in the English 
curriculum for many years. The first and 
second versions of the National Curriculum 
for England made little difference to this 
position, but the current version of the 
National Curriculum (DfEE, 1999) sets out 
a more balanced framework for writing 
and reading in which non-fiction takes its 
due place.

The reason for such neglect for much of 
the 20th century is that literature (espe-
cially fictional writing, such as the novel) 
formed the ‘central civilising presence’ in 
the English curriculum. Most English teach-
ers, at primary or secondary level, still see 
a literary core to their practice, values 
and professional training. The connection 
between personal development, the nur-
turing of the imagination and the study of 
literature is still very strong in the minds 
of English teachers; indeed, as research in 
the 1990s showed (Goodwyn, 1992), the 
personal growth/literary model of English 
is the dominant one for English teachers. 
Such a tradition is a great and influen-
tial one, and we would not wish it to be 

diluted in any way. However, the question 
remains: what place does non-fiction hold 
in the curriculum?

Definitional and conceptual 
issues

‘Non-fiction’ is an unduly negative term, 
defined in relation to fiction. Under the 
meta-genre of non-fiction sits a wide range 
of documentary and other genres or text-
types: the essay, the report, the manual, 
the travel book, the travel guide and 
brochure, reportage, diaries, etc. For the 
purposes of the present study, for conve-
nience’s sake, we have continued to use 
the term ‘non-fiction’ to cover this range.

Non-fiction writing includes writing to 
inform, explain and describe (reports, 
explanations, manuals, prospectuses); 
writing to persuade, argue and advise 
(essays, reviews, opinion pieces, adver-
tisements); as well as writing to analyse, 
review and comment (commentaries, 
articles, etc).

The present review, as justified later, 
focuses on the second two of these catego-
ries, excluding writing to inform, explain 
and describe. We characterise the second 
two categories as broadly concerned with 
‘argumentative’ writing.

CHAPTER ONE

Background
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Policy and practice 
background

To its credit, the English curriculum for 
the first part of the 21st century is fairly 
enlightened with respect to non-fiction. It 
is now no longer a problem that non-fic-
tion is absent from the English curriculum 
in all but the most formal and dry text-
types. Rather, the latest version of the 
National Curriculum for English embraces 
a range of non-fiction forms alongside, 
and blended with, literary and expressive 
forms. The questions are now: what is the 
evidence for successful practice in the 
teaching of non-fiction and how can we 
help teachers and learners to write non-
fiction more successfully?

Although our focus is on writing non-fic-
tion, and although reading and writing 
are framed separately within the National 
Curriculum for English, we take it as 
given that reading and writing are recip-
rocal activities, particularly in writing 
development. We also think that speak-
ing and listening bear upon the writing of 
non-fiction, in that, for example, spoken 
forms of argumentation may well be bet-
ter employed than they are now to help 
improve the writing of non-fiction.

We have focused on writing because (a) 
competence in writing lags behind that in 
reading in Key Stage 2 (KS 2) assessment 
tests, (b) less research has been done on 
writing than on reading, and (c) prag-
matically, in the timescale for the present 
review, we needed to focus on one partic-
ular aspect of the English curriculum.

At KS 2, for example, under ‘Reading’, 
pupils should be taught ‘an understanding 
and appreciation of non-fiction and non-
literary texts’ (1999, p 54) and the various 
types of language that are embodied in 
them. Unfortunately, such types of texts 
are characterised as ‘non-chronological’ 
– a misleading and inaccurate term (see 
Andrews and Gibson, 1993) as many fic-
tional works are non-chronological and 

many non-fictional ones chronological. The 
range of reading should include:

(a) diaries, autobiographies, biographies, 
letters

(b) print and ICT-based reference and 
information materials

(c) newspapers, magazines, articles, leaf-
lets, brochures, advertisements (p 55)

Similarly, for Writing, pupils should work in 
a range of forms, including ‘reports, expla-
nations, opinions, instructions, reviews, 
commentaries’ (ibid., p 58).

At key stages 3 and 4, the programme 
becomes more diversified and more spe-
cific. The range of reading is to include:

(a) literary non-fiction

(b) print and ICT-based information and 
reference texts

(c) media and moving image texts

with examples of such texts being by a 
wide range of authors, including Peter 
Ackroyd, James Baldwin, Alistair Cooke, 
Charles Darwin, Flora Thompson and 
Dorothy Wordsworth. Many of these are 
characterised as literary non-fiction, as 
if the curriculum is unwilling to let go of 
the literary dimension. In Writing at key 
stages 3 and 4, a range of purposes is set 
out, with forms such as ‘memos, minutes, 
accounts, information leaflets, prospec-
tuses, plans, records and summaries’ 
included, as well as ‘brochures, adver-
tisements, editorials, articles and letters 
conveying opinions, campaign literature, 
polemical essays’ (p 54).

It is important to note that the functions 
of writing at these secondary school key 
stages include persuading, arguing and 
advising, influencing the reader, analysing 
and reviewing, evaluating and presenting 
a case, as well as the more descriptive 

Chapter 1 Background
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processes of informing, explaining and 
describing. The distinction between ‘argu-
mentation’ on the one hand, and ‘descrip-
tion’ on the other is an important one for 
our study, reflecting a high level but often 
simplistic categorisation between imagi-
native, descriptive and argumentative 
writing which derives from 19th century 
rhetorical theory and which has influenced 
the writing curriculum ever since.

The introduction of the National Literacy 
Strategy (NLS) into the primary sector in 
1998 signalled a more decisive shift away 
from the orthodoxies of the ‘cultural 
heritage’ and ‘personal growth’ modes of 
English (Cox, 1991) towards a curricular 
model which foregrounded the explicit 
study of ‘transactional’ language (Britton, 
1972) across and beyond the school cur-
riculum. Drawing upon the work of Kress 
(1994) and others, the NLS asserts the 
importance of young people being taught 
how to engage with the non-fictional 
genres they are most likely to encounter 
during their lives as citizens and workers. 

Even as early as Year 1, pupils are, there-
fore, introduced to such non-fictional 
texts as signs, labels, captions, lists and 
instructions. By the end of primary school, 
the range of non-fictional genres has 
broadened to include complex explanatory 
texts drawn from across the curriculum, 
as well as information and electronic texts 
(DfEE, 1998). This work is consolidated and 
developed at KS 3, where pupils are not 
only encouraged to explore the linguistic 
features and structures of a wide range 
of print, image and ‘multi-modal’ non-fic-
tional texts, but also to shape their own 
creative engagement with these genres 
according to a threaded sequence of writ-
ing triplets which runs on into KS 4: ‘imag-
ine, explore, entertain … inform, explain, 
describe … persuade, argue, advise … 
analyse, review, comment’ (DfEE, 2001a). 
Under the terms of the NLS, the task of 
helping young people gain an understand-
ing of how these non-fictional genres oper-
ate is perceived as being a responsibility 

for all teachers, not just those concerned 
with ‘English’. 

National strategies at primary 
level

In its Framework for Teaching Literacy 
(1998), the NLS identified both termly 
fiction and non-fiction text ranges for 
all year groups from year 1 to year 6 (a 
yearly overview for reception classes), and 
text, sentence and word level objectives 
for both reading and writing. The launch 
of the NLS Framework was supported 
by national training programmes and 
resources to support effective teaching of 
both reading and writing. Resources in the 
first set of guidance and support materials 
for schools included a specific section on 
the teaching of non-fiction writing. Lewis 
and Wray (2000) were involved in writing 
the non-fiction objectives and the profes-
sional development materials to support 
the teaching, which was at that time novel 
for the majority of teachers in England. 
The discursive text type was placed in the 
final term of years 4 and 5 after children 
had had two years’ experience of writing 
‘non-chronological’ reports and explana-
tory texts.

Additional materials to support the teach-
ing of writing include Developing Early 
Writing, a handbook for practitioners in 
Foundation Stage and KS 1 (DfES, 2001), 
and Grammar for Writing handbook and 
self-study CD Rom (DfES, 2000), also sup-
ported by local authority consultant-led 
training programmes. In addition to these 
resources, web-based support material 
– such as the set of writing fliers designed 
to support effective teaching of both 
narrative and non-fiction writing – also 
promoted talk for writing and interactive 
teaching strategies to engage children in 
speaking and listening, and collaborative 
writing and drama as further ways to sup-
port writing development.

Planning exemplification units promote a 
teaching sequence from reading to writ-
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ing, supporting children in developing 
their own writing, having explored mod-
els of effective writing. Since the NLS 
became part of the wider Primary National 
Strategy, there has been a continued focus 
on supporting the teaching of writing. The 
publication of recent research undertaken 
with United Kingdom Literacy Association 
(UKLA) and several local authorities on 
approaches to improving boys’ writing 
through the use of ICT is the most signifi-
cant recent work on the teaching of writ-
ing (DfES, 2000). 

National strategies at secondary 
level

The Secondary National Strategy for school 
improvement began life in 2001 as the Key 
Stage 3 National Strategy when the English 
and mathematics strands were introduced 
to all schools in England. Also at that time, 
the NLS addressed literacy across the 
curriculum for teachers from all subject 
areas. From its onset, considerable guid-
ance and support has been provided for 
teachers in secondary schools to improve 
pupils’ writing. The Framework for 
Teaching English: Years 7, 8 and 9 (DfEE, 
2001a) contained teaching objectives for 
writing, including specifically those for 
writing to ‘persuade, argue and advise’. 
English Department Training (DfEE, 2001b) 
and Literacy across the Curriculum (DfEE, 
2001c) both had a section on ‘Writing non-
fiction’, which considered a range of text 
types including ‘persuasion’. Literacy and 
Learning (DfES, 2004a) followed up the 
Literacy across the Curriculum resource 
in providing teachers of all subjects with 
guidance on using the teaching objec-
tives from the Framework to assist them 
in developing pupils’ literacy. Improving 
Writing (DfES, 2003, 2004b) was a major 
resource for English teachers which 
focused on aspects, such as designing 
writing, text structure and organisation. 
The research that underpinned much of 
this work, particularly Improving writing, 
was the work of Bereiter and Scardamalia 

(1982, 1987), Derewianka (1990), Hillocks 
(1986, 1995), and Lewis and Wray (2000). 

Research background

There have been concerns about the status 
of non-fiction writing in the English cur-
riculum in England since Barnes, Britton 
and Rosen’s seminal study, Language, The 
Learner and the School (1969). Although 
primarily focused on talk, that study 
– along with Moffett’s seminal study in the 
USA, Teaching the Universe of Discourse 
(1968) – set the tone for a generation of 
research. It drew attention to the need 
for a balanced writing curriculum, leaning 
neither towards the dry, empty rhetori-
cal genres that had become staple in the 
classroom in the 1950s and early 1960s, 
nor to the freer, more personal and ‘cre-
ative’ forms that had emerged in the 
1960s. In the mid-1970s, two key research 
studies were published: A Language for 
Life (DES 1975) and The Development of 
Writing Abilities (1975), confirming the 
need for balance.

Research into argumentative writing took 
its lead within this context from Freedman 
and Pringle (1984) in Canada, and Dixon 
and Stratta (1986) in England. To focus on 
the development of thinking and practice 
in England, Dixon and Stratta trace their 
research back to 1979 when they began to 
study non-fiction and argumentative writ-
ing produced by young people for course-
work examination for the then Certificate 
of Secondary Education (CSE). Working 
with the Southern Regional Examining 
Board, they discovered that 12-18 year 
olds were able to produce non-fiction 
work of high quality and imagination, and 
with the inclusion of a ‘personal voice’. 
Significantly, they were reacting against 
a predominance of narrative in the cur-
riculum. Their book, summing up six years 
of development, was entitled Writing 
Narrative and Beyond. 

Chapter 1 Background
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At the same time, from 1979 to the mid-
1980s, the Assessment of Performance Unit 
(APU) had undertaken the largest ever 
survey of writing in England and Wales 
by 11 and 15 year olds, and come to the 
same conclusion that non-fiction writing 
was under-represented in the curriculum 
and that, in particular, 11 and 15 year olds 
were not very good at argumentative writ-
ing in relation to their abilities with other 
modes of writing. The dearth of opportu-
nity for imaginative writing of these kinds, 
the dominance of narrative, the reliance 
on conventional forms (such as the essay) 
and the assumption that non-fiction writ-
ing was ‘difficult’ (due to the conceptual 
load) manifested itself in the first ver-
sion of the National Curriculum in English 
(1989) and in its modest revision (1995).

Against this background, Andrews began a 
PhD in 1987, completing it in 1992, on nar-
rative and argumentative writing at year 
8 (12/13 year olds) in three secondary 
schools. The results were partly negative, 
showing that it was not possible to build 
on narrative structural powers and under-
standing to write argumentatively; but 
positive, too, in that new forms of argu-
mentative writing were tried successfully 
in the classroom. Pupils’ understanding 
of the process of argumentative writing, 
their drawing on dialogic skills (and on 
speech genres) to compose argumenta-
tive writing, and the imaginative dimen-
sion of such writing were behind an action 
research project conducted in ten primary 
and ten secondary schools in 1991/92 by 
Andrews and Costello (1992), Improving 
the Quality of Argument, 7-16, followed 
by a full report with evaluation (Andrews, 
Costello & Clarke 1993) which covered all 
the compulsory school years of 5-16. These 
and other pre-school and post-16 projects 
were collected in Andrews’ Teaching and 
Learning Argument (1995). The critical 
evaluation of these projects revealed a 
wide range of argumentative written forms 
that were accessible to 7-14 year olds (the 
focus of the present review). 

During the 1980s, running alongside the 
gradual emergence of argumentation 
alongside narrative and other more per-
sonal forms of writing, there was increas-
ing understanding of the writing process 
itself. Such understanding is best rep-
resented in the work of North American 
and Canadian researchers, such as Graves 
(1982) in his promotion and examination 
of documentary drafting and re-draft-
ing by 7-11 year olds; and Bereiter and 
Scardamalia (1987), in their development 
of writing process models. The basic prin-
ciple of the pedagogic models that were 
developed was that, by understanding the 
writing processes of accomplished (literary 
and non-literary) writers, processes and 
procedures could be established for novice 
writers. It was understood that, whereas 
narrative writing was often accretive, 
non-fiction writing was more truly compo-
sitional (i.e. a question of ‘putting things 
together’ or com-posing) and thus suitable 
for planning and drafting. Word-processing 
packages are conducive to such kinds of 
composition due to the facility of moving 
around large chunks of text.

Review question

The core research question for the present 
review is:

What is the evidence for successful 
practice in teaching and learning with 
regard to non-fiction writing (specifically 
argumentative writing) for 7–14 year 
olds?

and subsidiary questions include:

• How does the evidence vary, if at all, by 
gender?

• How does the evidence vary, if at all, 
for pupils with English as an additional 
language (EAL)?

• Is there evidence to show ways in which 
pupils who have difficulty with this 
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aspect of the curriculum can he helped 
to accelerate their progress?

• What aspects of teaching and learning 
best help pupils to improve their motiva-
tion for, and the quality of, their non-fic-
tion (argument) writing?

• Is there evidence of barriers to, and 
facilitators for, progression and continu-
ity in the development of non-fiction 
(argument) writing abilities across the 
transition from primary to secondary 
schools?

The rationale for a focus on argumentative 
writing is partly cognitive, partly cur-
ricular and partly pragmatic. Cognitively, 
argumentative writing remains ‘difficult’ 
because it includes the operation and 
application of ideas – whereas one could 
argue that narrative or ‘descriptive’ writ-
ing deals with particularities. It is thus an 
important area in which to review research 
in an attempt to shed light on how best to 
help young people to think and to articu-
late that thinking more clearly. Such think-
ing and articulation are important across 
the curriculum, and within a democracy. 
In curriculum terms, although argumenta-
tive writing (and non-fiction writing more 
generally) are far better represented in 
Curriculum 2000 than in the 1990 or 1995 
versions of the National Curriculum, there 
remains uncertainty and lack of confidence 
among teachers as to how best to teach it, 
partly because most of them are trained 

in the literary tradition. In addition, and 
pragmatically, covering the continent of 
non-fiction writing in a one-year system-
atic review would require a large team 
and considerable resources. Our decision 
to begin by working on the argumentative 
aspects of non-fiction writing has provided 
us with a manageable project, but one 
which will lay the foundations for further 
work in the non-fiction field.

The research focuses primarily at the 
whole text level, but takes into account 
research at sentence level if relevant. It 
looks at research published internation-
ally (between the years 1990 and 2005), 
but has as its immediate context the 
teaching and learning of argumentative 
non-fiction writing in England. It takes 
into account the frameworks provided by 
the National Curriculum for England, the 
National Literacy Strategy (KS 2) and the 
Framework for Teaching English years 7 to 
9 (KS 3). Where relevant, research evi-
dence from KS 1 is included, although the 
main focus is at KS 2 and KS 3. 

An implication of the research is: ‘What do 
teachers need to know in terms of sub-
ject knowledge and subject application 
knowledge with regard to argumentative 
non-fiction writing?’. There are also impli-
cations for policy and for future research. 
The development of such writing skills for 
pupils is essential in helping to develop a 
critical voice and for participation in the 
world of work and in democracies.

Chapter 1 Background
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Defining relevant studies: 
inclusion and exclusion 
criteria

The EPPI-Centre tools and guidelines for 
undertaking systematic reviews were used 
throughout the conduct of the review, 
in order to limit bias at all stages (EPPI-
Centre, 2002a, 2002b and 2002c). 

The review question looked for evidence 
of successful practice in teaching and 
learning with regard to argumentative 
non-fiction writing for 7-14 year olds. 
Therefore the relevant literature included 
studies that could be used to draw causal 
inferences – that is, inferences that vari-
ous practices (strategies and methods) in 
the teaching and learning of argumenta-
tive non-fiction writing can improve pupils’ 
non-fiction writing. Case studies, explora-
tions of relationships and other non-exper-
imental designs were included only where 
there was an evaluation.

The scope of the review was limited to 
English as a first, second or additional 
language; to students in KS 1-4; to articles 
or reports written in the English language; 
and to articles or reports published or 
unpublished but in the public domain 
between the years 1990 and 2005. 

The full inclusion and exclusion criteria 
are contained in Appendix 2.

Assessing the quality of 
studies and weight of 
evidence for the review 
question

Studies identified as meeting the inclusion 
criteria, were analysed in depth, using 
the EPPI-Centre’s detailed data-extraction 
guidelines (EPPI-Centre, 2002b) and online 
software, EPPI Reviewer (EPPI-Centre, 
2002c). 

Three components were identified to help 
in making explicit the process of appor-
tioning different weights to the findings 
and conclusions of different studies. Such 
weights of evidence were based on: 

A  Soundness of studies (internal method-
ological coherence), based upon the study 
only

B Appropriateness of the research design 
and analysis used for answering the review 
question

C Relevance of the study topic focus (from 
the sample, measures, scenario, or other 
indicators of the focus of the study) to the 
review question

D An overall weight, taking into account A, 
B and C

CHAPTER TWO

Methods use in the review
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Main characteristics of the 
included primary studies

Although we searched and screened for 
explorations of relationships and other 
non-experimental designs, all the studies 
that met the inclusion criteria for the sys-
tematic map were researcher-manipulated 
evaluations. Of the 23 included studies, 16 
were trials (7 controlled trials and 9 ran-
domised controlled trials), and five were 
of a pre- and post-test design. The remain-
ing two were correlational studies.

Tables 1 and 2 categorise the 23 included 
primary studies by study type and describe 
their main characteristics.

Summary of systematic map

Three reviews and 23 primary studies were 
included in the systematic map. Of the 23 
primary studies:

• All were researcher-manipulated evalua-
tions.

• Nine were randomised controlled trials, 
seven were controlled trials and seven 
were other types of study design.

• Nineteen studies were conducted in the 
USA and four in Canada.

• Eight studies involved students solely 
within the equivalent KS 2 age range 
and nine involved students solely within 
the equivalent KS 3 range. Six stud-
ies involved students across both age 
groups.

• Thirteen studies focused solely on stu-
dents of mixed ability and seven studies 
focused solely on students with learning 
disabilities. One focused on gifted stu-
dents. Two studies involved both mixed 
ability students and those with learning 
disabilities.

• Twelve studies involved interventions 
lasting 6 weeks or less. Three studies 
applied interventions over 8, 9 and 13 
weeks respectively, and three studies 
applied interventions over 5, 7 and 9 
months respectively. In one study, the 
intervention lasted for one year. The 
length of intervention was not stated in 
four studies.

• Nineteen studies reported pre- and 
post-test writing outcomes, including 
one study which reported pre- and post 
test results with formative and summa-
tive measures of writing outcome. Three 

CHAPTER THREE

Identifying and describing studies
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Table 1 Characteristics of randomised controlled trials (RCTs) (N = 9)

Author, date, 
country

Age and ability Length of 
intervention

Writing  
outcome

English Language 
context

Crowhurst (1990) 
Canada

11-12 (Grade 6) 
Mixed attainment

Twice a week for 
five weeks

Pre- and post-
test results

Not stated

De La Paz and 
Graham (1997) USA

10-13 (grades 5, 6 and 7) 
Learning disabilities

Not stated Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

De La Paz and 
Graham (2002) USA

12-14 (grades 7 and 8) 
Mixed attainment

Six weeks Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

Englert et al. (1991) 
USA 

9-11 (grades 4 and 5) 
Mixed attainment 
Learning disabilities

Seven months Pre- and post-
test results

Not stated

Ferretti et al (2000) 
USA 

9-12 (grades 4 and 6) 
Mixed attainment 
Learning disabilities

Not stated Post-test results Not stated

Graham et al. (2005) 
USA 

8-9 (Grade 3) 
Learning disabilities

Five months Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language 
and as a second/
additional language

Knudson (1991) USA 9-13 (grades 4, 6 and 8) 
Mixed attainment

Two weeks Post-test results Not stated

Knudson (1992, 
1994) USA

8-11 (grades 3 and 5) 
Mixed attainment

Two weeks Pre- and post-
test results

Not stated

Troia and Graham 
(2002) USA

9-11 (grades 4 and 5) 
Learning disabilities

Approximately 10 
hours

Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

Table 2 Characteristics of controlled trials (CTs) (N = 7)

Author, date, 
country

Age and ability Length of 
intervention

Writing outcome English Language 
context

Burkhalter (1994, 
1995) USA 

9-11 (grades 4 and 6) 
Mixed attainment

Up to one month Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

Hammann and 
Stevens (2003) USA

13-14 (Grade 8) Mixed 
attainment

Six days Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

Hidi et al (2002) 
Canada

Mainly 11-12 (Grade 6) 
Mixed attainment

Eight weeks Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language 
and as a second/
additional language

Reznitskaya et al. 
(2001) USA

9-11 (grades 4 and 5) 
Mixed attainment

Five weeks Post-test results As a first language

VanTassel Baska et 
al. (1996) USA

9-12 (grades 4, 5 and 6) One year Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

VanTassel-Baska et 
al. (2002) USA

7-15 (grades 2 to 9) 
Gifted

Not stated Pre- and post-
test results 
Formative and 
summative 
measures

As a first language

Yeh (1998) USA 12-13 (Grade 7) Mixed 
attainment

Six weeks Pre- and post-
test results

As a first language

studies reported post-test writing out-
comes only.

• In fifteen studies, English was being 
taught to first language students only. In 

two cases, it was being taught to both 
first and second/additional language 
students. In six studies, the English lan-
guage teaching context was not stated.
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Selecting studies for the in-
depth review

The systematic map yielded 23 studies 
that met the inclusion criteria contained 
in Appendix 2. In order to establish the 
highest quality evidence provided by the 
studies in the map, the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria were narrowed down 
according to study design, as described in 
Chapter 3. This process identified 16 stud-
ies for in-depth review:

Burkhalter (1994, 1995) A Vygotsky-based 
curriculum for teaching persuasive 
writing in the elementary grades

Crowhurst (1990) Reading/writing rela-
tionships: an intervention study

De La Pazand Graham (1997) Effects 
of dictation and advanced planning 
instruction on the composing of stu-
dents with writing and learning prob-
lems

De La Pazand Graham (2002) Explicitly 
teaching strategies, skills, and knowl-
edge: writing instruction in middle 
school

Englert C et al. Making strategies and 
self-talk visible: writing instruction in 
regular and special education class-
rooms

Ferretti R et al. (2000) The effects of an 
elaborated goal on the persuasive writ-
ing of students with learning disabili-
ties and their normally achieving peers

Graham et al. (2005) Improving the writ-
ing performance, knowledge, and self-
efficacy of struggling young writers: 
the effects of self-regulated strategy 
development

Hammann and Stevens (2003) 
Instructional approaches to improving 
students’ writing of compare-contrast 
essays: an experimental study

Hidi et al. (2002) Children’s argument 
writing, interest and self-efficacy: an 
intervention study

Knudson (1991) Effects of instructional 
strategies, grade and sex on students’ 
persuasive writing

Knudson (1992, 1994) An analysis of per-
suasive discourse: learning how to take 
a stand

Reznitskaya et al. (2001) Influence of 
oral discussion on written argument

Troia and Graham (2002) The effective-
ness of a highly explicit, teacher-
directed strategy instruction routine: 
changing the writing performance of 
students with learning disabilities

VanTassel-Baska et al. (1996) A study of 
language arts curriculum effectiveness 
with gifted learners

VanTassel-Baska et al. (2002) A curricu-
lum study of gifted-student learning in 
the language arts

Yeh (1998) Empowering education: 
teaching argumentative writing to cul-
tural minority middle-school students

CHAPTER FOUR

In-depth review
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Seven studies (Aulls, 2003; Cox et al., 
1991; De la Paz, 1997; De la Paz, 2002; 
Gordon, 1990; Hallenbeck, 1999/2002; 
Sexton et al., 1998) were excluded from 
the in-depth review because they were 
not of a randomised controlled trial or 
controlled trial design. These studies could 
not be reliably used when addressing the 
research question as their design did not 
control for temporal or regression to the 
mean effects, or for selection bias.

Further details of the studies included in 
the in-depth review are included in the 
Technical Report (see back cover). 

Assessment of weights of 
evidence

Of the 16 studies identified for in-depth 
review, 11 were rated as medium quality 
or above in terms of overall weight of evi-
dence: Englert et al. (1991) and Ferretti et 
al. (2000) were rated ‘high’; De La Pazand 
Graham (1997), and Troia and Graham 
(2002) were rated ‘high to medium’; De 
La Pazand Graham (2002), and Graham et 
al. (2005) were rated ‘medium to high’; 
and Crowhurst (1990), Knudson (1991), 

Knudson (1992; 1994), Reznitskaya et 
al. (2001) and Yeh (1998) were rated 
‘medium’. 

Five studies were rated of low to medium 
quality or below: Hamman and Stevens 
(2003), Hidi et al. (2002) and Van Tassel-
Baska et al. (2002) were rated ‘low to 
medium’; and Burkhalter (1994, 1995) and 
Van Tassel-Baska et al. (1996) were rated 
‘low’.

Further details of studies 
included in the in-depth 
review

The 11 studies rated of medium quality or 
above form the basis of the synthesis. It 
was decided to only include studies judged 
by the Review Group to have an overall 
weight of evidence judgement (WoE D) of 
‘medium’ or above on the basis that this 
quality of evidence could be relied upon in 
terms of the reliability and validity of the 
research. Studies with overall judgements 
of ‘medium to low’, ‘low to medium’ or 
‘low’ were thought not to be able to pro-
vide particularly reliable or valid evidence. 
A study rated as ‘high’ would represent 

Table 3 Main characteristics and overall weights of evidence of studies included in the synthesis

Author, date, country Study design Age of participants Overall weight of 
evidence (WoE D)

Englert et al. (1991) USA Randomised controlled 
trial (RCT)

9-11 (grades 4 and 5) High

Ferretti et al. (2000) USA RCT 9-12 (grades 4 and 6) High

De La Pazand Graham (1997) USA RCT 10-13 (grades 5, 6 and 7) High to medium

Troia and Graham (2002) USA RCT 9-11 (grades 4 and 5) High to medium

De La Pazand Graham (2002) USA RCT 12-14 (grades 7 and 8) Medium to high

Graham et al. (2005) USA RCT 8-9 (Grade 3) Medium to high

Crowhurst (1990) Canada RCT 11-12 (Grade 6) Medium

Knudson (1991) USA RCT 9-13 (grades 4, 6 and 8) Medium

Knudson (1992, 1994) USA RCT 8-11 (grades 3 and 5) Medium

Reznitskaya et al. (2001) USA Controlled trial (CT) 9-11 (grades 4 and 5) Medium

Yeh (1998) USA CT 12-13 (Grade 7) Medium
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the highest quality of internal validity, be 
of a highly appropriate research design for 
our research question, and be highly rele-
vant to the review in terms of the sample, 
context and measures. A study rated as 
‘medium’ would be included, but caution 
would be urged in interpreting the results, 
as there are likely to be some limitations 
in the internal validity, the appropriate-
ness of the research design, the relevance 
to our review, and the choice of sample, 
context and outcome measures. Similarly, 
studies in the intermediate categories 
between ‘high’ and ‘medium’ could have 
some shortcomings in one or more of the 
categories.

Table 3 shows the main characteristics 
of the studies included in the synthesis, 
ranked by their overall weights of evi-
dence. All six studies rated ‘medium to 
high’ or above were randomised controlled 
trials. Three of the five studies rated 
‘medium’ were randomised controlled tri-
als and two were controlled trials.

Synthesis of evidence

The research question which the review 
attempts to answer is ‘What is the evi-
dence for successful practice in teaching 
and learning with regard to argumentative 
non-fiction writing for 7-14 year olds?’ In 
the USA and Canada, where all the stud-
ies in this in-depth review took place, 
‘argumentative non-fiction writing’ is 
sometimes categorised as a sub-section 
of expository writing. It has been impor-
tant, in the course of the review, to make 
sure that any expository writing that has 
been examined is indeed argumentative, 
and not mere exposition or description. 
A ‘how to’ or descriptive paper would be 
excluded; but a compare/contrast, opin-
ion (supported by evidence), or persuasive 
paper would be included.

High-rated studies

Both Englert et al. (1991) and Ferretti 
et al. (2000) were rated ‘high’ overall in 
terms of weight of evidence.

The study by Englert et al. (1991), ‘Making 
strategies and self-talk visible: writing 
instruction in regular and special educa-
tion classrooms’ examines the effects 
of an intervention ‘that attempted to 
improve students’ expository writing abili-
ties through an instructional emphasis on 
student dialogues about expository writing 
strategies, text structure processes, and 
self-regulated learning’ (p 337). The study 
was undertaken with fourth and fifth grade 
students, in the USA. The intervention 
consisted of training in planning, organis-
ing, writing, editing and revising differ-
ent text types. The writing process model 
is derived from a standard model that 
emerged in the 1980s in North America in 
the wake of work by Graves (1982) and 
Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) on writ-
ing process: that the taught and learnt 
model should reflect the writing processes 
of experienced writers. It is also based on 
a specific programme, the cognitive strat-
egy instruction in writing (CSIW) which was 
‘designed to incorporate many features of 
effective strategy instruction, including 
the development of students’ metacogni-
tive knowledge about writing strategies 
through an emphasis on teacher modelling 
of an inner dialogue for directing the writ-
ing process, scaffolded assistance…pro-
cedural facilitation…through the use of 
think-sheets, and peer collaboration in 
writing conferences’ (p 342). 

The emphasis on text structures focuses 
attention not only on the shape and struc-
ture of a piece of writing, but also on 
making the implicit structures explicit to 
emergent writers. The results of the study 
showed that students who were exposed 
to the CSIW treatment showed increas-
ing understanding and command of the 
structures underlying text, as well as a 
growing sensitivity to their audiences and 

Chapter 4 In-depth review
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to their purposes in writing. One of the 
findings, for example, showed that com-
pare/contrast texts were significantly 
easier for students to organize than expla-
nations, although the reverse was true in 
terms of their writing voice and sensitivity 
to the audience. The implication is that 
managing the ‘voice’ in argumentative 
writing is more difficult, and identifying 
the audience is also more difficult, per-
haps because of the relative formality of 
the task and the uncertainty over who is 
speaking/writing to whom.

One aspect of the results of this study was 
that students with learning difficulties 
performed neither better nor worse than 
those without such difficulties. This is an 
important finding in that, in the 1980s, 
students with learning difficulties were not 
often exposed to the complexity of a writ-
ing model such CSIW, as it was assumed 
that they would progress more readily with 
programmed, limited and instructed pro-
cedures.

There are also suggestions in the paper 
that the skills learnt by the experimental 
group were transferable across the differ-
ent types of writing undertaken: expla-
nations, compare/contrast and ‘expert 
writing’. The control group seemed not 
able to make such transfers across text-
types.

The authors conclude that ‘the data from 
the present study suggest that instruction 
in the writing process and expository text 
structures can be effective when they are 
embedded in an instructional framework 
emphasizing teacher modelling, scaffolded 
assistance, procedural facilitation, peer 
collaboration, and the development of an 
inner language and vocabulary for talking 
about writing’ (p 369).

Ferretti et al. (2000), in a more recent 
study undertaken in the USA, aimed to 
investigate ‘the effects of giving students 
an elaborated goal that included explicit 
subgoals based on the elements of argu-

mentation as compared with a general 
goal to convince an audience to agree 
with their opinion’ (p 695). Specifically, 
fourth and sixth graders in the general 
goal groups were asked to write a letter 
to persuade an audience to agree with 
them on a position, whereas those in the 
experimental groups were asked to use 
the following explicit subgoals: a state-
ment of their belief, two or three reasons 
for their belief, examples of supporting 
information, two or three reasons why oth-
ers might disagree and why those reasons 
were wrong. 

The sixth-graders in the experimental 
group included more of the subgoals and 
strategies in their writing and thus wrote 
more persuasively than their control group 
counterparts. The fourth-graders wrote 
equally persuasively in both conditions 
and included equal numbers of argumenta-
tive elements in both essays. Again, both 
students with and students without learn-
ing difficulties appeared to benefit from 
the more specific instruction. The differ-
ence between the performance of Grade 
6 students and those in Grade 4 was not 
attributed by the researchers to develop-
mental differences; one explanation put 
forward by the study is that the difference 
may be to do with the combined effects of 
composing and at the same time meeting 
the elaborated (more specific) subgoals; or 
the fact that sixth-graders already have a 
more developed schema for oral and writ-
ten argument which was reflected by the 
specific elements of argument that were 
used in the intervention.

The paper concludes that, overall, ‘nor-
mally achieving students and those with 
[learning difficulties] may benefit from 
instruction on goal setting’ (p 700) but 
the authors also suggest that the essays in 
themselves were not very persuasive, and 
only half (54%) of the sixth-grade students 
used rebuttals or alternative positions in 
their arguments. They suggest that ‘the 
provision of explicit goals, along with 
intensive, scaffolded instruction in cogni-
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tive strategies and self-regulatory strate-
gies…may help all students write more 
persuasively’ (ibid.).

High to medium, and medium to 
high-rated studies

Both De La Pazand Graham (1997), and 
Troia and Graham (2002) were rated ‘high 
to medium’.

De La Pazand Graham’s study aimed to 
examine the effects of dictation and 
explicit instruction in advanced planning 
on the writing of opinion essays by fifth-, 
sixth- and seventh- grade students with 
learning difficulties. Students received 
instruction in either (a) planning, where 
they were taught strategies for develop-
ing, evaluating and organising ideas prior 
to composition, or (b) comparison, where 
students were taught about essay struc-
ture, revised sample essays, and composed 
and shared essays with fellow students. 
Half the students in each group composed 
their essays orally, while the other half 
wrote their plans and essays. The most 
effective combination for these students 
was that of dictation (oral composition) 
and instruction in advanced planning 
(rather than teaching about argumenta-
tive structures), reflected in the fact that 
these students wrote more complete and 
qualitatively better essays than those in 
the other groups and conditions. These 
results were measured in a post-test and 
two weeks later, in order to gauge the sus-
tained effect (or not) of the intervention.

Two further aspects of the results are 
worth reporting: that those students 
taught the advanced planning techniques 
(as opposed to those who were taught 
about essay structure) spent more time in 
planning; and that whether the students 
dictated or wrote their compositions did 
not affect the number of propositions they 
included in their essays. The authors are at 
pains to point out that dictation (oral com-
position) itself did not make for advances 
in composing skill, but that the combina-

tion of oral composition and advanced 
planning techniques made the difference. 
They also make the caveat that the study 
was conducted with students with learn-
ing difficulties, and may not necessarily be 
generalised to ‘their normally achieving 
peers’ (p 220).

The study, however, appears to suggest 
that direct use of heuristics or techniques 
for planning argumentative writing, com-
bined with oral composition (thus freeing 
the students from the labour of writing 
their essays) was the most effective set of 
approaches. In this sense, there is some 
common ground with Englert et al. (1991) 
and Ferretti (2000), discussed above, both 
of which found that the use of explicit 
‘scaffolding’ had an effect on students’ 
argumentative writing.

Graham was also involved in a study of 
the effectiveness of a highly explicit, 
teacher-directed instructional routine 
used to teach three planning strategies 
for writing to fourth- and fifth-grade 
students with learning difficulties (Troia 
and Graham, 2002). The strategies used 
in this study included identifying the 
purposes of the activity and setting clear 
goals; brainstorming ideas; and organising 
those ideas. An acronym, STOP & LIST was 
used to facilitate teaching of these ele-
ments: stop, think of purposes, list ideas, 
sequence them. The writing process itself 
was divided into four stages: writing a 
rough draft, revising the draft, proofread-
ing and editing, and publishing the final 
version. Teachers identified multiple tasks 
and situations for which the students could 
use the strategies, and gave students 
homework in which they could apply the 
strategies. Feedback was given on each 
completed assignment.

The authors found that there were no 
significant differences between groups 
in post-test scores for either essay qual-
ity or essay length. More specifically, the 
post-test essays written by students in the 
strategy instruction group were slightly 

Chapter 4 In-depth review
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longer but of lower quality than their pre-
test essay, whereas the post-test essays 
written by the students in the writing pro-
cess group (the control group) improved 
slightly in quality, but were shorter in 
length than the essays written for the pre-
test. Two caveats must be borne in mind 
with this study: first, that the results are 
based on only three homework exercises, 
so it may be that the instruction hardly 
had time to have a significant effect on 
the learners; and, again, the fact that the 
study was undertaken with students with 
learning difficulties means that it may not 
be generalisable to a wider population of 
students of this age.

Unlike the previous two studies (but 
slightly lower in overall weight of evi-
dence), the study by De La Pazand Graham 
(2002) was conducted with 12-14 year 
olds at grades 7 and 8, and covered the 
full range of abilities. The aim in this case 
was to examine ‘the effectiveness of an 
instructional program designed to improve 
the writing performance of (American) 
middle school students’ (p 687). The key 
element of the instruction was ‘a strategy 
that organized and directed the processes 
for planning and writing an essay’ (ibid.). 
The strategy included developing a plan in 
advance of the writing that analysed the 
demands of the writing assignment; set-
ting goals for writing; and generating and 
organising material to write about. The 
students also planned while they wrote, 
revising and upgrading their original plan 
as necessary, including transition words, 
interesting or mature vocabulary, and var-
ied (error-free) sentence types.

As expected, the writing programme ‘had 
a positive effect on the writing perfor-
mance of the participating…students. 
Immediately following instruction, stu-
dents in the experimental group produced 
essays that were longer, contained more 
mature vocabulary, and were qualitatively 
better than the essays generated…in the 
controlled classrooms’ (pp 695-696) and 
these effects were maintained on an essay 

written a month after the instruction 
ended. The essential elements of the plan-
ning process, according to the authors, 
were that the ‘plans of the students in the 
experimental condition tended to be more 
complete, elaborate and hierarchical’ (p 
696) than those in the control condition. 
Effect sizes were greater than 1.0 on both 
the post-test and maintenance writing 
probes (the tools used to test whether the 
effect was sustained).

Graham’s work appears again in Graham 
et al. (2005), a study which aimed to 
examine ‘the effectiveness of an instruc-
tional program designed to improve the 
performance of struggling young writers…
attending urban schools that serve minor-
ity and other children from mostly low 
income families’ (pp 208, 234). (The study 
assumes a connection between minor-
ity children and those from low income 
families.) Working within a self-regulated 
strategy development (SRSD) approach 
to learning, which emphasises that learn-
ing ‘is a complex process that depends, in 
large part, on changes that occur in the 
learner’s strategic knowledge, domain-
specific knowledge, and motivation’ (p 
208), the students were taught strategies 
for accomplishing specific writing tasks, 
and any information or skills needed to 
use these strategies. There was thus a high 
degree of self-directed and teacher- and 
peer-supported development in this study. 
The specific planning strategy taught to 
these students was represented by the 
mnemonic POW: pick my ideas, organise 
my notes and write and say more. As part 
of the central organising stage with regard 
to persuasive essays, a second mnemonic, 
TREE, was used: tell what you believe (i.e. 
state the proposition or ‘topic sentence’), 
give three or more reasons (to support 
why you believe this) examine each reason 
(why will my reader buy it?) and end it 
(write a conclusion).

The results of this study demonstrate 
that students using the experimental 
SRSD-informed strategies wrote qualita-
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tively better and longer essays that their 
peers in the comparison condition. The 
experimental students also spent more 
time composing their post-test essays. In 
general, the authors conclude that ‘teach-
ing third grade struggling writers a gen-
eral strategy for planning a composition, 
genre-specific strategies for…persuasive 
writing, procedures for regulating these 
strategies and the writing process, as well 
as knowledge about the basic purpose and 
characteristics of the [genre] had a pow-
erful effect on the participating writers’ 
performance’ (p 234). However, the study 
was not able to follow up the students’ 
persuasive writing with a delayed post-
test, so the authors were not able to claim 
that the significant effects of the interven-
tion were sustained beyond the period of 
the experiment itself.

Medium-rated studies

Crowhurst (1990), Knudson (1991), 
Knudson (1994), Reznitskaya et al. (2001) 
and Yeh (1998) were rated ‘medium’ in 
terms of weight of evidence. We have 
decided to include these in our synthesis 
as, in their various ways, they shed help-
ful light on the research question in hand, 
despite some shortcomings in methodolog-
ical validity and/or reliability.

Crowhurst’s study is one of the few under-
taken in Canada in the present review. 
It aimed to discover whether students’ 
‘writing of persuasion’ (p 157) could be 
improved by instruction, and specifically 
whether practice in reading improves writ-
ing and vice-versa. 11-12 year old students 
(Canadian grade 6) were divided into four 
groups, each of which received a differ-
ent combination of input. The first group 
underwent training in writing instruction, 
with the provision of a model structure, an 
opportunity for collaborative brainstorm-
ing, draft revision in pairs and teacher 
feedback on four ‘for and against’ essays. 
The second group had the same as the 
first group, plus the addition of reading 
five specially constructed ‘for and against’ 

texts. The third group read the same 
texts as the second group, then discussed 
them – but had no writing instruction. The 
fourth group acted as a control group, 
with discussion only and no extra input to 
the writing process.

The results indicate that the first two of 
the three experimental groups scored 
significantly higher than the control group 
on the writing quality at the post-test 
stage but not on the pre-test. Specifically, 
the post-test compositions of the first two 
groups ‘were better organized, with fewer 
reasons – some of them elaborated – than 
the list-like compositions common in pre- 
and post-test compositions by students 
without instruction. Post-test compositions 
of the writing and reading+instruction 
groups were more likely to have some 
kind of concluding statement as against 
the very abrupt endings common in other 
compositions’ (pp 166-167). There were no 
significant differences between the groups 
on the number of idea units recalled. 

Knudson (1991) worked with students in 
grades 4, 6 and 8 in southern California. 
There were three types of intervention 
used: instruction with model pieces of 
writing, scales and questions designed 
to guide students’ writing and revision; 
both models and scales/questions; and 
no explicit instruction in persuasive writ-
ing (the control group). Results confirmed 
the difficulties of argumentative writing 
for students of this age, showed some 
improvement in content and form, and 
appeared to be moderately highly cor-
related with regard to clarity, coherence, 
organization and word choice. Grade 8 
students wrote better arguments (i.e. 
improved more) than those in grades 4 and 
6, and were also able to sustain perfor-
mance two weeks after the intervention. 
But this result in itself is not that surpris-
ing, and the author herself concludes that 
the results were mixed and inconclusive, 
and that there were limitations in study 
design. She also acknowledged that there 
was nothing to explain why girls’ scores 
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dropped so dramatically as soon as the 
intervention was withdrawn.

A later study by Knudson (1992, 1994) 
describes work with grade 3 and 5 students 
using a similar intervention to the previous 
study. This time, there were no significant 
main effects for gender though there were 
significant main effects for grade. As in 
the study by Knudson mentioned above, 
such a result is not surprising and seems to 
point toward cognitive maturation being 
a significant factor in the ability to write 
persuasively, rather than any intervention 
on the part of the teacher. Knudson con-
cludes that ‘little is really known about 
what makes a good persuasive argument’ 
and ‘even less is known about how to 
teach effective argumentation’ (p 222). 
Unfortunately, in neither study is there a 
clear account of the interventions used.

The study by Reznitskaya et al. (2001) 
aimed ‘to provide evidence about the 
effects of discussions in which children 
engage in oral argumentation on (sic) the 
reasoning that the children then exhibit 
in persuasive essays’ (p 157). It examines 
‘whether oral discussions can help stu-
dents acquire ‘portable’ [i.e. transferable] 
knowledge of argumentation’ (p 159). 
The intervention in this study consisted of 
discussion of controversial issues, coach-
ing by teachers in formal argument devices 
and web forums with grades 4 and 5 (9 to 
11 year olds) – a series of interventions 
that went under the umbrella of ‘col-
laborative reasoning’. At the end of the 
intervention period, students from the 
experimental and control groups each 
wrote a persuasive essay based on a moral 
dilemma. The essays were coded to mea-
sure students’ ability to consider a variety 
of relevant arguments, counter-arguments 
and rebuttals, as well as to use evidence 
and to employ certain formal argument 
devices. Not surprisingly, students who 
had participated in collaborative reason-
ing discussions wrote essays that contained 
a significantly greater number of argu-
ments, counter-arguments, rebuttals, uses 

of formal argument devices, and refer-
ences to text information [evidence] than 
the essays of similar students who did not 
experience the intervention. The results, 
however, must be treated with caution, as 
the authors themselves, acknowledge, as 
the study was quasi-experimental.

The final paper included in this synthesis 
is that by Yeh (1998). The aim of his study 
was to investigate the effectiveness of 
two heuristics (scaffolding devices) based 
on Toulmin’s (1958) model of argument 
and on elements of classical rhetoric. The 
study was conducted with 12-13 year olds, 
specifically ‘cultural minority’ middle 
school students in two different schools in 
the San Francisco Bay area. The interven-
tions were plans and scaffolds for writing 
argument, or ‘devices to teach students a 
pattern of thought’ (p 53). Their intention 
was to achieve a well-formed essay ‘that 
avoids focus on superficial aspects of the 
written product’ (ibid.). In order to focus 
on the deeper aspects of composition, the 
first heuristic devised was a ‘pyramid’, 
closely modelled on Toulmin, with a the-
sis, claim or proposition connected to, 
and supported by, data or evidence via an 
explicit or implicit ‘warrant’ (the part of 
the argument that justifies the connec-
tion between the evidence and the claim). 
The second heuristic was a ‘bridge’ linking 
the reason to an opinion via facts, if/then 
statements and values.

The results show that gain scores were 
higher in the experimental groups than in 
the control groups as far as argumentative 
development and ‘voice’ were concerned, 
but not significantly higher with regard to 
command of the conventions for argumen-
tative writing. The gains were also higher 
for cultural minorities than for the major-
ity of white students. From the question-
naire/survey results that accompanied the 
experimental element, it appeared that 
Hispanic and African-American students 
were less aware of the thesis-support 
model than White students, although Yeh 
acknowledges that a more balanced sam-
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ple of white and minority ethnic students 
would be needed to confirm these findings; 
Asian-American students were excluded 
because of the small sample. Overall, the 
findings suggest that combining explicit 
instruction in heuristics with immersion 
(process) approaches to writing develop-
ment are important, especially for minor-
ity ethnic groups.

In general, it appears that there are two 
aspects that need to be in place to ensure 
that improvement in argumentation takes 
place: first, the conditions must be in 
place to underpin the interventions (that 
is, the cognitive programmes, writing 
practices and other factors that appeared 
to be necessary to the success of the 
interventions); and, second, the actual 
interventions must occur to improve argu-
mentative writing per se.

All the studies above the ‘medium’ weight 
of evidence category suggested that spe-
cific heuristics and other interventions 
took place in the context of a writing pro-
cess model (De La Pazand Graham 2002; 
Englert et al., 1991; Troia and Graham, 
2002); some degree of cognitive reason-
ing training (Englert et al., 1991); peer 
collaboration modelling a dialogue that 
was assumed to be internalised as thought 
(ibid.); self-regulated strategy develop-
ment (a kind of personal target-setting) 
(Graham et al., 2005); and the ability to 
match data against an internal model/
schema (Ferretti et al., 2000).

Of the actual interventions, the category 
listed by the largest number of studies 
(six) was heuristics or scaffolding devices 
used by teachers to help students write in 
argumentative mode. This approach was 
followed in a number of studies by the use 
of oral argument to inform argumentative 
writing (e.g. Englert et al., 1991; Troia and 
Graham, 2002); by teacher modelling (e.g. 
De La Paz and Graham, 1997; Troia and 
Graham, 2002); by the explicit identifica-
tion of goals and audiences for writing (De 
La Paz and Graham, 2005; Graham et al., 

2005); and by ‘procedural facilitation’ or 
coaching through the process of writing 
argument (De La Paz and Graham, 2002).

Summary

The review set out to answer the research 
question ‘What is the evidence for suc-
cessful practice in teaching and learning 
with regard to argumentative non-fiction 
writing for 7-14 year olds?’

From a review of the 11 studies sum-
marised above, it appears that certain 
conditions are either assumed or have to 
be in place to create a climate for suc-
cessful practice. These are not specific to 
argumentative writing but include:

• a writing process model in which stu-
dents are encouraged to plan, draft, edit 
and revise their writing (De La Paz and 
Graham, 2002; Englert et al., 1991; Troia 
and Graham, 2002)

• self-motivation (in the form of personal 
target-setting – one aspect of self-regu-
lated strategy development) (Graham et 
al., 2005) 

• some degree of cognitive reasoning 
training in addition to the natural cogni-
tive development that takes place with 
maturation (Englert et al., 1991; Ferretti 
et al., 2000)

• peer collaboration, thus modelling a 
dialogue that (it is hoped) will become 
internal and constitute ‘thought’ 
(Englert et al., 1991)

• explicit and very clear explanations for 
students of the processes to be learned

More specifically and more relevantly to 
the present review, a number of strate-
gies have been identified that have con-
tributed to successful practice in teaching 
and learning with regard to argumentative 
writing for 7-14 year olds:

Chapter 4 In-depth review
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• ‘Heuristics’ (i.e. scaffolding of structures 
and devices that aid the composition of 
argumentative writing) – in particular, 
planning, which can include examining a 
question, brainstorming, organizing and 
sequencing ideas and evaluating (De La 
Paz and Graham, 1997; De La Paz and 
Graham, 2002; Englert et al., 1991; Troia 
and Graham, 2002). Planning, which is 
extensive, elaborated and hierarchical, 
can make for more effective argumenta-
tive drafting and completion of essays 
(De La Paz and Graham, 2002). Yeh 
(1998) used heuristics based on Toulmin 
(1958) and classical rhetoric.

• The use of oral argument, counterargu-
ment and rebuttal to inform written 
argument (De La Paz and Graham, 1997; 
Reznitskaya et al., 2001)

• The identification of explicit goals 
(including audiences) for writing 
(Ferretti et al., 2000)

• Teacher modelling of argumentative 
writing (Englert et al., 1991)

• ‘Procedural facilitation’ (i.e. coaching by 
the teaching through the process of writ-
ing argument; De La Paz and Graham, 
2002)
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Policy

The findings confirm the increased empha-
sis, and secure the place of argumentative 
writing in the National Curriculum at key 
stages 2 and 3 in its Curriculum 2000 ver-
sion – the present version that underpins 
the curriculum in schools in England and 
Wales. It was not until the present version 
that argumentative writing had such a pro-
file within the curriculum; earlier versions 
downplayed it in relation to narrative, 
expressive and descriptive writing. The 
findings also confirm that advances can 
be made by pupils in the 7-11 age range 
as well as in the 11-14 age range. There 
is every reason to believe that the teach-
ing and learning of argumentative writing 
should start early in Key Stage 2.

In terms of the Primary National Strategy 
and the Secondary National Strategy, 
the findings confirm the emphasis that 
has been put on the process of writing, 
teacher modelling and peer collaboration 
in the strategies. The findings also raise 
interesting questions about critical think-
ing and cognitive reasoning, where strate-
gies could be developed for improving and 
challenging pupils’ thinking in relation 
to both argumentative writing and other 
forms of writing. In this respect, there is 
a timely connection with the Secondary 
Strategy’s work on thinking skills in the 
‘leading in learning’ whole school initia-

tive, and the findings are also significant 
for the functional skills proposals – both 
writing and oral work – for developing 
argument and a concept of progression in 
teaching and learning of written argument 
over the key stages. The findings reinforce 
existing support and guidance on speak-
ing and listening and may inform future 
developments in relation to the value of 
oral argument per se, as well as providing 
a precursor to and preparation for writ-
ten argument. Furthermore, the findings 
are useful in identifying the motivational 
importance of pupils setting, and having 
choice over, explicit goals for their writ-
ing. 

Perhaps the key finding in terms of policy 
is that argumentative teaching strategies 
cannot be expected to succeed without 
deep understanding of writing process 
and its implications for learning; and an 
encouragement for pupils to work together 
in solving problems and exploring ideas. 
Self-motivation and self-regulatory learn-
ing strategies are also needed so that the 
learning is embedded, rather than being a 
superficial response to teaching.

Practice

Further development of practice with 
regard to the teaching and learning of 
argumentative writing must take on board 

CHAPTER FIVE

Implications
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what has been said above about the links 
between contexts for learning and specific 
‘heuristics’ for improving argumentative 
writing. To use a gardening metaphor, the 
ground needs to be well prepared for new 
practices to take root, and for sustained 
and vigorous growth to take place within a 
framed (‘scaffolded’) curriculum plan.

Our knowledge of textbooks and practices 
in the field suggests that few programmes 
for teaching argument address both 
aspects of the problem. The ‘critical think-
ing’ movement has spawned a variety of 
approaches, as have innovations in learn-
ing styles and strategies. Neither of these 
traditions has been linked specifically to 
the teaching of argumentative writing in 
English, nor across the curriculum. There 
has also been little in the way of transfer 
of argumentative skills across the transi-
tions from primary to secondary schools in 
the UK.

There is every indication, however, that 
practitioners and policy-makers work-
ing within the context of the National 
Curriculum for English in England would be 
receptive to the recommendations made 
in this report. The genre-based approach 
to English pedagogy introduced with the 
National Literacy Strategy in the final 
years of the twentieth century challenged 
the perceived dominance of narrative 
within the classroom by encouraging a 
focus upon so-called non-fictional genre, 
such as ‘discursive writing’. The genre-
based approach also brought with it an 
explicit concern not only for the ways in 
which texts are structured but also for 
how they seek to position their readers at 
word, sentence and whole text level. 

This change of pedagogical focus required 
teachers to reposition themselves within 
the classroom, so that they operated 
less as facilitators of learning and more 
as expert practitioners who needed to 
be skilful exponents of some of the key 
strategies recommended by this report: 
for example, modelling good practice 

as writers themselves or coaching their 
pupils in the acquisition of explicit writing 
techniques and strategies. Developments 
in technology – such as the increasing use 
of interactive whiteboards with internet 
access to a wealth of resource materi-
als – have made the explicit modelling 
and sharing of writing practices a regular 
and engaging shared experience in many 
English classrooms. 

Most significantly, perhaps, ‘argument’ is 
now firmly embedded within the assess-
ment procedures of the English National 
Curriculum. The writing ‘triplet’ of argue, 
persuade and advise runs like a bind-
ing thread through key Stages 3 and 4. 
At Key Stage 3, for example, several of 
the Assessment Focuses for EN3 (Writing) 
examine pupils’ ability to attend to ‘deep’ 
and ‘surface’ structural features of their 
writing, with a particular emphasis upon 
‘composition and effect’ and the ability to 
gauge requirements of audience and pur-
pose. Typical national examination assign-
ments at key stages 3 and 4 might be to 
argue a case for the retention of a public 
park as a recreational space for young 
people, to write a letter to a headteacher, 
arguing for a change in a school’s cur-
riculum, or to write in role as a character 
from a play by Shakespeare, urging a par-
ticular course of action. For EN1 (Speaking 
and Listening) assessment, pupils might 
be encouraged – and again this is an effec-
tive strategy highlighted by the report – to 
work as a team on the creation of a poster 
designed to argue a particular case. 

In terms of ‘curriculum backwash’, this 
shift in assessment focus has encouraged 
a corresponding classroom emphasis upon 
the structures and strategies associated 
with argumentative writing. At a lexical 
and syntactical level, for example, pupils 
might be taught how to use a ‘discur-
sive marker’, such as the word ‘however’ 
within a sentence. They might be encour-
aged to learn and consolidate argumenta-
tive strategies through the acquisition of 
mnemonics, such as ‘a forest’: allitera-
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tion, facts, opinion, repetition, emotive 
language and three (rule of). 

The emphasis upon written argument is 
not of course confined to the English class-
room. The National Strategy has encour-
aged once again an attempt to involve all 
teachers in the explicit development of 
language skills. Argument has an impor-
tant part to play in the History lesson, 
for example, or the science laboratory. 
Recent initiatives in citizenship education 
have reinforced the importance of mem-
bers of a democratic state being able to 
argue their case or to weigh the arguments 
of others. Interest in metacognition has 
been renewed through the development of 
thinking skills in the classroom and through 
attempts to help pupils take responsibility 
for reflecting upon their own learning and 
achievement.

Practitioners – particularly those new to 
teaching – need the kind of guidance that 
this report can give on how to model good 
argumentative writing practice them-
selves; on how to coach their pupils in the 
most effective and proven writing proce-
dures; and on how to establish engaging 
learning opportunities in which the skills 
of written argument might be developed 
and incrementally honed across the key 
stages and across all four modalities of 
English. 

Research

The systematic review provides an excel-
lent basis for further research.

First and foremost, we recommend the 
undertaking of new primary studies in the 
teaching and learning of argumentative 
writing in the UK. The age-group from 7-14 
appears to be an important one for such 

studies, as this is the period during which 
argumentation can be developed in writ-
ing in preparation for more advanced work 
from 14-19.

Second, we believe that a number of 
large-scale trials in primary and secondary 
schools might be undertaken to test the 
worth of different interventions intended 
to improve the quality of argumentative 
writing. These could be supplemented or 
work alongside case studies of classrooms 
or schools that aim to provide qualitative 
data on the particular circumstances of 
teaching and learning such writing.

Third, the suggestion needs to be pursued 
that pupils with learning difficulties can 
learn to write better argument alongside 
pupils without such difficulties.

Fourth, there need to be closer links 
between review groups undertaking work 
on critical thinking and other forms of 
approach to the improvement of reasoning 
in school education.

Fifth, international comparative stud-
ies would be helpful in determining the 
national characteristics of the relation-
ships between reasoning and argumenta-
tion. It cannot be assumed that practices 
in one country transfer easily or readily to 
another.

Lastly, this is a field in which traditional 
research methods can be helpful in 
examining the effects and the nature of 
teaching approaches with regard to argu-
mentative writing. However, we should 
not close the door to new and innova-
tive approaches to research methodology 
in the field. To help pupils write better 
argument, we may well need to devise 
research that gets closer to the heart of 
the problem.

Chapter 5 Implications
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Inclusion criteria

• Must focus on the teaching and/or learning of argumentative non-fiction writing1 in 
English2

• Must be teaching and/or learning of English as a first, additional or second3 (not foreign) 
language

• Must focus on children or young people aged between 7 and 14 years

• Must be study type B (exploration of relationships), C (evaluation) or E (review) as 
defined by the EPPI-Centre taxonomy of study types (EPPI-Centre, 2002a)

• Must be published or unpublished (but in the public domain) between 1990 and 2005

Notes

1. Non-fiction writing includes writing to inform, explain and describe (reports, explanations, manuals, prospectuses); to 
persuade, argue and advise (essays, reviews, opinion pieces, advertisements); as well as writing to analyse, review and 
comment (commentaries, articles, etc.).

2. English implies both English language and English curriculum.

3. English as an additional or second language is used in the sense in which it is commonly employed in UK educational 
circles: that is, to refer to students in the education system of a largely English-speaking host culture, and who, in 
theory, are immersed in that culture and environment.

Appendix 2: Inclusion and exclusion 
criteria for systematic map
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Exclusion criteria

Exclusion on scope

One: Not teaching and/or learning of argumentative non-fiction writing in English

Two: Not teaching and/or learning of English as a first, additional or second language

Three: Not children or young people aged between 7 and 14 years

Exclusion on study type

Four:  (a) A (description)

(b) D (methodology)

(c) Editorial, commentary, book review

(d) Policy document

(e) Resource, textbook

(f) Bibliography

(g) Theoretical paper

(h) Position paper

Exclusion on date

Five: Not published or unpublished between 1990 and 2005

Appendix 2: Inclusion and exclusion criteria for systematic map
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