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CHAPTER 6 

GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The aim of this dissertation was to contribute to the development of secondary 

school students' disciplinary literacy, with a focus on writing proficiency. De-

veloping students' skills for writing based on sources, which includes reading, 

is an important educational objective. In their future studies and working life, 

students need to be able to critically read and assess information, and to com-

municate their thoughts and reasoning in new texts. Since every discipline 

knows its own subtleties with regard to reading and writing, it is important 

for teachers to address these disciplinary nuances. When disciplinary literacy 

is mastered, a student has achieved the highest level of literacy. 

In the Netherlands, which is the setting of our study, the development of 

students' disciplinary literacy has not been not a priority. Subjects generally 

center around content goals; communicating knowledge and disciplinary rea-

soning is underrepresented. However, previous research has proven the po-

tential for teachers to address disciplinary literacy in multiple disciplines for 

students' literacy levels (De La Paz & Felton, 2010; De La Paz et al., 2014; De 

La Paz et al., 2017; Hand et al., 2002; Moje et al., 2004).  

Students' declining literacy levels, and at the same time, society's elevated 

threshold, have increased the urgency to respond. In this dissertation, we in-

vestigated how teachers can address disciplinary literacy in their classrooms 

without disrupting their regular teaching. Because the subjects history and 

philosophy both are known to have high literacy requirements, we decided to 

focus on these two disciplines. The main research question was: 

 

Which instructional approach is suited to develop students' discipli-

nary literacy effectively and efficiently in upper secondary history and 

philosophy education? 

 

We investigated this question through design research: after examining the 

context and literature, we formulated design principles for writing tasks and 

strategy instruction. We used the task principles to help teachers develop 
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sound writing-to-learn tasks. The strategy instruction principles formed the 

basis for an instructional unit that was tailored to each subject (history and 

philosophy) and tested in practice. 

1. OVERVIEW OF RESULTS 

In a prestudy, we explored the context of content teachers' practice around 

writing task design, writing instruction, and writing support. The goal of this 

prestudy was to obtain a clear picture of history and philosophy teachers' 

writing practices and their needs for improving disciplinary writing instruc-

tion. Although we started the project with this exploration in an interview 

study, we did not report on this study with teachers until later, in Chapter 3.  

The purpose of the prestudy was to connect with the then-current situation 

of teachers' teaching and support of writing in history and philosophy, and to 

disentangle general and discipline-specific processes. In the prestudy, we con-

ducted interviews with teachers of history (n = 10) and philosophy (n = 11) 

from different schools. We asked them what type(s) of writing tasks they com-

monly used in their subject at the upper secondary level. Furthermore, teach-

ers were asked to bring a representative example of a writing task for their 

subject, and we used this example task as a "hook". We asked the teachers 

what demands they made on the product of the task, how they supported the 

students' writing process, and what they thought the students' process should 

resemble.  

The prestudy showed that teachers had difficulty with the verbalization of 

writing processes. Both philosophy and history teachers expressed that they 

found it challenging to describe what students should actually do in order to 

successfully complete their assignment. The majority of history teachers in-

terviewed, disregarded aspects of the writing process; they focused on read-

ing and evaluating sources rather than, for example, on structuring or revising 

their previously written text. Philosophy teachers were more aware of the role 

of writing processes in their assignments, implying that they recognized writ-

ing as a means of learning philosophy.  

 

The first study reported on in this thesis (Chapter 2) was a background study 

of students' processes while performing writing tasks for the two concerning 

subjects in a think-aloud study. Fifteen high-achieving students were selected, 

since we aimed to explore which cognitive processes novice-experts would 
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show when they were reading and writing in the two disciplines. Our re-

search questions were: 

 

RQ1: Which patterns in source-based reading and writing can be re-

lated to (a) the quality of text produced by students, and (b) the quality 

of students’ thought processes?  

 

RQ2: Are there differences with regard to RQ1 depending on the disci-

pline under consideration (history versus philosophy)? 

 

For each subject, we selected a writing task based on sources, which was 

thought to be representative of the subjects in question, based on the interview 

study with teachers. For history, the task presented to students contained a 

source text, of which students had to write down whether it was useful to be 

able to answer a certain research question. For philosophy, the task required 

students to reflect on a specific statement. Students of 11th grade who took 

both subjects, performed the two tasks in random order, while thinking-

aloud.  

To identify students' cognitive processes, we employed a data-driven ap-

proach to find patterns in students' processes. For the segmenting and coding 

of students' think-aloud protocols, we also made use of existing frameworks 

for reading and writing in general (e.g., Hayes & Flower, 1981), and reading 

and writing in the disciplines (e.g. Brante & Strømsø, 2018; Corcelles & Cas-

telló, 2015; Hof et al., 2015). Three main categories: reading, writing, and met-

acognition, were subdivided into 11 process activities. All process activities 

were analyzed on frequency, and absolute and relative duration.  

Subsequently, students' protocols were assessed on two measures of qual-

ity: (1) quality of the eventual text, and (2) quality of students' thought pro-

cess. Afterwards, quantitative analyses were conducted: we researched corre-

lations between the quality of students' texts, the quality of students ' thought 

process, and their process activities.  

Results showed that the relations between quality and activities differed 

per task, or, as we suggested, per subject. In the history assignment, text qual-

ity mostly depended on planning variables. Students who spent more time on 

planning and planned more frequently, produced higher quality texts. By 

contrast, in the philosophy assignment, most of the variables affecting quality 

were writing variables. Students who wrote relatively high-quality texts 
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showed characteristics of expert writers: they produced longer texts, spent 

more time writing, and reviewed more often.  

Furthermore, the relation between text quality and thought process quality 

differed per subject. The history assignment mainly provoked the outcome of 

students' reasoning process, while the philosophy assignment invited stu-

dents to write down their entire reasoning as well; the tasks stimulated think-

ing and writing to codevelop.  

The results of this contextual study had implications for the next steps in 

our research: we considered the character of the philosophy assignment, 

which evidently could stimulate students' thought process, to be a suited task 

type for use in other content classrooms as well. As opposed to the history 

assignment, which only required an outcome, the philosophy assignment 

could be characterized as a writing-to-learn task; such tasks are well suited 

for use in content classrooms, since they fit the focus on knowledge develop-

ment.  

 

In the next study (Chapter 3), design principles and an instructional design to 

enhance students' historical writing were developed. Furthermore, the in-

structional unit was evaluated on validity, practicality, and effectiveness. The 

main research question was: 

 

RQ: What are design principles for a valid, practical and effective de-

sign for writing tasks, and writing instructions, for upper secondary 

school history to support students’ historical writing? 

 

Insights from our prestudy, think-aloud study (Chapter 2), and a literature 

search, led us to the formulation of two design principles, which formed the 

foundation of the instructional units for both history and philosophy. The two 

design principles were: 

 

If we want students to develop a profound understanding of content 

through writing, then: 

 

Design principle #1: students should write short evaluative texts, based 

on multiple primary sources that represent multiple perspectives. 

 

Design principle #2: students should be provided with discipline-spe-

cific, dual-route, reading-writing strategy instruction which is easily 

applicable for teachers. 
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The strategy instruction was included to support the construction of coherent 

knowledge; making the writing process manageable, is likely to promote 

knowledge construction, and having a dual route to accommodate different 

writing preferences prevents the writing process from becoming a burden.  

To put design principle 2 into practice, a strategy was designed, based on 

the insights obtained in our think-aloud study, and previous interventions 

studies, using writing strategy instruction in the content classroom (e.g., De 

La Paz et al., 2017). This resulted in the seven-step Read-Think-Write Strategy 

(RTW strategy), which was accustomed to historical evaluative questions, in 

the form of "to what extent"-questions: questions that were assumed to be 

writing-to-learn questions. The strategy offered two routes to accommodate 

different writing process preferences: "free writers" and "pre-planners".  

In a trial study, the instructional unit was implemented and evaluated by 

two history teachers in a switching replications design with three measure-

ment occasions. As measurements, three different writing tasks were de-

signed in cooperation with the participating teachers. This procedure en-

hanced feasibility and encouraged teachers' engagement with the materials.  

Students' texts were assessed by a jury of history teachers on three criteria: 

holistic quality, content quality, and quality of structure. Results showed in-

dications of effectiveness on content quality. However, results were not fully 

convincing, possibly because the second principle did not stand out suffi-

ciently. The participating teachers valued the writing tasks as described in 

principle 1. They doubted however some aspects of the strategy instruction as 

mentioned in principle 2. The main recommendation arising from this trial 

was to increase teachers' background knowledge of the design principles, and 

to explain the underpinnings behind these principles more prominently. In a 

redesign, a teacher development session was thus included.  

 

In the third study (chapter 4), we tested the effectiveness of the optimized in-

structional design in a quasi-experimental study with three research condi-

tions, to obtain insights into effects of two factors: (1) implementation of writ-

ing tasks, and (2) implementation of writing process instruction. Research 

questions were: 

 

RQ1: To what extent does the replacement of workbook assignments by 

evaluative writing tasks contribute to (a) disciplinary source-based 
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writing proficiency, (b) epistemic experience of writing, and (c) stu-

dents' course content knowledge? 

 

RQ2: To what extent does the addition of strategy instruction to such 

writing tasks contribute to (a) disciplinary source-based writing profi-

ciency, (b) epistemic experience of writing, and (c) students' course 

content knowledge? 

 

RQ3: To what extent are effects on RQ1 and 2 moderated by learner 

characteristics (writing beliefs and self-efficacy)? 

 

In a first experimental condition (WT+S; 7 groups, 119 students, 6 teachers), 

participating teachers designed writing tasks, which were in line with design 

principle 1. Additionally, they implemented an optimized version of the de-

signed writing strategy instruction, using the RTW strategy. In a second ex-

perimental condition (WT; 3 groups, 63 students, 2 teachers), teachers also de-

signed writing tasks, but the strategy instruction was omitted. A third condi-

tion was a non-writing control condition (C; 4 groups, 86 students, 3 teachers).  

In a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design, with two writing tasks as 

a pretest and posttest, we aimed to measure effects on students' writing pro-

ficiency. These writing tasks were evaluative tasks on a topic which was not 

discussed during the history lessons. After the strategy instruction - contain-

ing direct instruction, through a video showing modeling peers, and discus-

sions of exemplars - students practiced writing through performance of two 

writing tasks, which were designed by their own teacher, and therefore fully 

tailored to the content of their history lessons. These writing practice tasks 

thus differed from group to group.  

Students' pre- and posttest texts were assessed by a jury team of history 

teachers, on five aspects: situational understanding, multiperspectivity, 

source use, argumentation, and structure. Furthermore, texts were assessed 

holistically, by means of a text scale. These scores were indicators for students' 

writing proficiency in history.  

Furthermore, we explored the effects of the writing tasks and strategy in-

struction on students' epistemic experience: to assess to what extent students 

experienced writing tasks as learning tasks. Finally, we explored whether 

writing tasks were a proper alternative to other, more common, learning ac-

tivities for learning history. Therefore, we measured students' course content 
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knowledge in a pre-post recall test. The topic of this recall test differed from 

group to group, as each group followed their regular year plan.  

Results showed effects on students' writing proficiency: students in Condition 

WT+S, who had received writing strategy instruction, outperformed other 

students: they wrote better texts. This applied to students with all self-efficacy 

levels and beliefs types. Significant effects of the additional strategy instruc-

tion were visible in all aspects of text quality, holistically and on discipline-

specific criteria. Next to that, students in Condition WT+S more often indi-

cated they experienced the epistemic function of writing, compared to the 

control condition.  

Recall test results showed that students in Condition WT+S performed 

equally well as students in the other conditions regarding course content 

knowledge gain: time had been devoted to writing strategy instruction, and 

was not wasted, as had been feared by content teachers. These results imply 

that writing seems to be a promising learning activity for history, however, 

only when attention is paid to the writing process, this results in more ad-

vanced writing proficiency.  

 

The second and third study (Chapters 3 and 4) were focused on the subject 

history. However, to compare different disciplines, we have investigated the 

effects of a similar instructional design for philosophy in a fourth study 

(Chapter 5). This study focused on the interaction of three philosophy teach-

ers with writing task design and the instructional unit, which they imple-

mented into their philosophy lessons in 10th-grade. The instructional design 

was open to context modifications. Implementation was accompanied by 

teacher guidance activities, utilizing implementation of the intervention as a 

learning trajectory for teachers. Six activities integrated in the research process 

were aimed to prompt teachers' contemplation of writing instruction and 

writing quality. Our main research questions were: 

 

RQ1: Which design principles can be derived from previous research on 

developing secondary school students' philosophical literacy? 

 

RQ2: How can these design principles be translated into an instruc-

tional unit? 
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RQ3: How do philosophy teachers interact with (a) principle-based 

writing task design, and (b) an instructional unit to support students’ 

disciplinary writing?  

 

RQ4: To what extent has the instructional unit contributed to (philos-

ophy teachers' notions of) progress in students' philosophical writing 

development? 

 

This study can be characterized as a design study, to profoundly explore how 

philosophy teachers interacted with the designed instructional unit, what re-

sults it yielded for students' disciplinary writing proficiency, and to what ex-

tent students' actual achievement was consistent with teachers' expectations.  

In this study, we adapted our instructional unit for history to a next 

knowledge domain: philosophy. The two design principles for writing tasks 

and instruction remained similar. The main difference between the two units 

concerned the RTW strategy, which was tailored to "philosophical questions". 

The four main aspects (reading, thinking, writing, and monitoring) remained, 

but contained typical philosophical "colors": students were prompted to con-

template different perspectives in order to establish their own stance towards 

the issue, to show their independent philosophical thinking, to write from 

their own perspective, to use philosophical concepts, and to include examples 

from their own life or current events as illustrations. The accompanying strat-

egy instruction was optimized, but did not change conceptually.  

Three philosophy teachers were instructed to design their own writing 

tasks for use in their 10th grade classes, and implemented the designed in-

structional unit. Implementation was accompanied by teacher guidance activ-

ities, which were aimed to prompt teachers' contemplation of writing instruc-

tion and writing quality. We monitored and evaluated teachers' implementa-

tion, to explore how resilient the design would be in open, ecologically valid 

contexts (RQ3) and conducted evaluative interviews with students and teach-

ers to research their adjustments to the design.  

Furthermore, we explored student progress as perceived by teachers 

(RQ4). Students' writing proficiency was measured with writing tasks (T1-T2-

T3), two of which were designed by the group's teachers (T2-T3), and thus 

differing from group to group. Teachers then selected a benchmark text for 

each task: the "average" text for that task. This activity elicited a reflection on 

quality criteria in philosophical writing. 
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To frame teachers’ perceptions of progress, the writing tasks and students' 

texts written in response to these tasks were assessed by independent jury 

teams, with benchmark texts as references. In reflective interviews teachers 

explained and reflected on their students' results in reflective interviews.  

Results indicated that philosophy teachers were able to design qualified writ-

ing-to-learn tasks, when instructed on theoretically grounded design princi-

ples. The accompanying instructional unit turned out to be feasible and in-

structive. With regard to students' progress, we carefully concluded that the 

instructional unit was a valuable contribution to students' philosophical writ-

ing proficiency. Students showed more independent philosophical thinking 

in their text, whilst tasks became more complex. The teacher guidance pro-

gram elicited reflection on the value of writing tasks and instruction for sub-

ject goals, and on perceptions of student progress.  

In general, the results of Chapter 5 provoke discussion about what writing 

tasks and writing instruction can provide for philosophy education and what 

a high-quality philosophical text precisely entails. 

2. CONCEPTUAL ISSUES 

The main objective of this thesis was to enhance secondary school students' 

disciplinary literacy, by improving teachers' practice with regard to writing 

task design and teaching writing in their respective subject. In retrospect, 

three lines of development have become apparent through the four studies of 

this dissertation, namely, with regard to (1) disciplinary writing; (2) support-

ing writing; and (3) innovation of teachers' writing practice.  

 

2.1 Disciplinary Writing 

Before we can think about how to illuminate the disciplinary aspects of writ-

ing in subject lessons, we will need to consider the writing tasks employed in 

content lessons. The think-aloud study of Chapter 2 revealed that writing 

tasks can highly direct students' cognitive processes. The history assignment 

used in this study predominantly elicited students' reasoning outcome. Re-

sulting texts, therefore, offered limited insight into students' reasoning under-

lying that outcome, whereas that might be precisely what is most valuable to 

teachers.  

While we cannot quite say that all history assignments are of such a nature, 

the one used in the explorative study was selected to be representative of the 

subject, based on the prestudy. History teachers tend to align their 
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assignments with what is asked in the final exam: in the Netherlands, that is, 

answering shorter questions. In Dutch history education, therefore, writing 

tasks rarely focus on communicating the underlying thought process, how-

ever, this does not mean that no reasoning process should take place, or that 

the reasoning process is not considered important. On the contrary: history 

teachers put much effort into students' historical reasoning skills. Why, then, 

would a content teacher not employ a writing assignment to be a vehicle for 

teaching this reasoning skill as well? Not only will it teach students to express 

and organize their thoughts on paper, but it will also help the teacher gain 

insight into the student's reasoning level. A good example is the document-

based question (DBQ), an exam task in the US, which might support learning 

about history as an inquiry into the past (De La Paz, 2011; Sendur, 2021). 

Therefore, we used tasks similar to DBQ essay tasks in the continuation of our 

studies. History teachers' evaluations after implementation of the instruc-

tional unit (Chapters 3 and 4) showed that they valued writing tasks, when 

these were aimed to exploit the epistemic function of writing. They seemed 

uninformed regarding the effects a writing task might have on learning, and 

their writing task design relied on assessment, rather than on a contemplation 

of learning effects.  

For philosophy teachers, this was much less of an issue. The most fre-

quently mentioned writing tasks were philosophical essays or thought exper-

iments. These are genres that are generally well suited as teaching tools; these 

genres invite thoughts to be further developed while writing.  

All in all, we can conclude that an appropriate writing task for both of 

these school subjects focuses on learning, which might be interpreted as con-

tent learning and/or learning to reason (Galbraith, 2015). Learning is gener-

ally enhanced when students are prompted to explore different perspectives 

on an issue, by means of multiple sources to analyze and interpret, and to 

provide their own perspectives on the issue based on the sources, in an eval-

uative text. Since the label "evaluative text" is not quite common in either sub-

ject, we translated the genre into "to what extent-questions" for history, and 

"philosophical questions" for philosophy, which are familiar labels within 

each subject.  

 

When teachers are instructed on design principles for disciplinary writing 

tasks, our studies show that teachers are capable of designing qualified tasks. 

Overall, history teachers were comfortable with the design principles, which 

suited their subject goals of sourcing and discussing historical issues. Their 
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main concern was to keep the tasks concise, to keep the number of sources 

manageable.  

Philosophy teachers struggled with the length of the writing tasks for dif-

ferent reasons. They generally recognized the usefulness of short tasks to 

make students' processes visible in class, but at its core, the task did not cor-

respond to their view that philosophical thinking, and with that, reflecting 

and writing, simply takes more time than is available in a single class period. 

Intrinsic to philosophy is the contemplation of an issue; a process that takes 

time. The prescribed short tasks ran counter to this premise, as the thought 

process was delineated by the short time. This design principle thus tore into 

teachers' conceptions of the learning effects of writing assignments. Neverthe-

less, teachers recognized after the intervention that short tasks can be a differ-

ent way of utilizing writing for learning, namely, to master the procedure of 

philosophical writing.  

 

All in all, with this dissertation, we advocate the integration of writing tasks 

which can promote learning, in order to develop students' disciplinary liter-

acy. In our studies, we used prompts which covered the core of a topic to be 

learned, as a replacement of workbook assignments, in which core topics are 

often broken down into a series of shorter questions. Results of our studies 

showed that teachers valued the writing tasks, history teachers in particular. 

Furthermore, our experimental study of Chapter 4 showed that students who 

performed writing tasks and received strategy instruction, experienced the 

epistemic function of writing. Presumably students are learning, when they 

perceive the task as relevant.  

Including evaluative writing tasks might be a vital counterbalance to the 

contentious mile-wide-inch-deep approach in history education, where teach-

ers are alleged to cover a large set of topics, but on a somewhat shallow level. 

Since writing is time-consuming and cognitively demanding for students, we 

argue to include writing tasks every once in a while, next to other useful learn-

ing activities which also have the power to develop students' knowledge ac-

cretion and disciplinary reasoning.  

 

2.2 Supporting Writing in the Content Classroom 

When writing is used as a learning tool (writing-to-learn) as well as a means 

to work on literacy (learning-to-write), it is advised to provide strategy in-

struction. Our studies have shown that disciplines differ: writing processes as 

well as texts have discipline-specific elements, which should be addresses in 
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content classes. With our studies, we provide examples of reading-writing 

strategy instruction implementation in two subjects. The strategy instruction 

we developed was highly discipline-specific, based on previous research on 

reading and writing in the specific subjects, combining theoretical under-

standing of generic reading-writing development, and disciplinary literacy. 

Our prestudy (Chapter 3 and 5) revealed several obstacles to overcome. 

Most importantly, the interviews with history and philosophy teachers 

showed that, overall, teachers have limited knowledge about writing pro-

cesses. Moreover, in general, history teachers remain staunch supporters of 

"content first". This observation raises the question also discussed by Moje 

(2008), what might be the root cause for history teachers to be so adamant in 

their adherence to a traditional teaching paradigm. While there seems to be 

an increasing focus on historical reasoning skills in history education, literacy 

skills hardly play a role.  

An appropriate example of a tenacious teacher is one of the teachers who 

participated in the history trial study (Chapter 3). They supported the imple-

mentation of writing tasks that focused on learning; they called it "the essence 

of history", to work with evaluative tasks. But for providing writing instruc-

tion, to support students in completing such a task, they felt less responsibil-

ity. The steps in the strategy that dealt with reading and reviewing sources 

felt like a logical addition in their history teaching, since these steps addressed 

typical historical reasoning skills, but that sense of responsibility seemed to 

disappear at the steps where students transitioned into communicating their 

reasoning process.  

An explanation for teachers' insistence on knowledge accretion might be 

an overloaded curriculum. Teachers commonly consider a knowledge base to 

be necessary to develop reasoning skills. A logical consequence would then 

be for teachers to build students' knowledge first, and subsequently address 

reasoning skills. Literacy then often remains elusive, due to the time pressure. 

However, in our study, we tried to consolidate knowledge building, reason-

ing skill development, and literacy proficiency, as we assume these might de-

velop hand-in-hand.   

As in their attitude towards writing tasks, participating philosophy teach-

ers differed from history teachers with respect to their beliefs about providing 

writing instruction and support. Philosophy teachers already frequently used 

tasks that could stimulate thinking, and these teachers generally felt respon-

sible for guiding the process precisely, because they aimed thought processes 

and writing to converge. The main obstacle for philosophy teachers was their 
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lack of knowledge about reading and writing processes. However, with our 

guidance, participating teachers rapidly felt familiar with providing process 

instruction.  

A key question in our research, then, was: how can we achieve teacher en-

gagement to ensure that they integrate appropriate writing tasks as opportu-

nities to develop disciplinary literacy, and that they incorporate time for ad-

ditional reading-writing instruction in their subject lessons? We addressed 

this conundrum by inviting teachers to develop their own writing tasks to be 

embedded conveniently in the curriculum. Writing in-class enables teachers 

to observe and support students' process. Our advice was to make use of min-

imally invasive short tasks, that take approximately one lesson period to com-

plete. In addition, we developed feasible materials, such as a video with mod-

eling peers, to relieve teachers of the complex, knowledge-requiring compo-

nents of writing instruction. Finally, we examined whether writing instruc-

tion affected content learning (Chapter 4) as a negative effect, a common fear 

(primarily among history teachers) which is generally brought up as an ex-

cuse to avoid writing instruction. Students' recall tests showed that writing 

tasks, when accompanied by process instruction, were able to compete with 

regular history education as regards history knowledge acquisition; a reassur-

ing result. 

 

Despite our efforts for a feasible instructional design, the unit presented chal-

lenges. The main challenge for teachers was the discussion of exemplars. To 

address subject specificity in a writing task and text, a teacher will need to be 

aware of what a good historical or philosophical text actually entails. In prac-

tice, teachers are not overly concerned with differences between subjects; they 

are primarily focused on their own subject. Teachers would like to make use 

of general writing skills, but do not link general writing skills to subject-spe-

cific writing skills because they are not consciously engaged in this matter. 

Knowledge of subject-specific writing proficiency therefore often remains im-

plicit among students.  

This may be, because teachers themselves find it difficult to make explicit 

what the criteria are for texts in their subject. When exemplars were discussed 

in class, students often suggested requirements related to general text quality, 

rather than subject-specific text quality. Generic elements, such as overall text 

structure, also provide guidance for subject-specific reasoning to emerge; 

therefore, it is not trivial. Although teachers indicated they were satisfied with 

generic requirements to some extent, nonetheless a sense of dissatisfaction 
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prevailed. Of course, both a history text and a philosophy text should have a 

clear text structure, but what distinguishes an excellent text from a mediocre 

text in history or philosophy? In fact, the discussion of text quality lingered at 

the level of basic, or perhaps intermediate, literacy but did not reach a pro-

found discussion at the disciplinary level (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). 

Therefore, it might be valuable if teachers from different disciplines ex-

changed more thoughts with each other about what they consider constitutes 

a good text in their discipline. It could make teachers aware of the text and 

process elements that distinguish their subject from other subjects.  

Our study revealed such nuances for the subjects history and philosophy. 

In response to a "to what extent"-question in history, students are required to 

take a stance towards the issue, based on a profound investigation of histori-

cal sources. Students are required to explore a variety of arguments, to sup-

port them with sources, and balance them. "Sourcing" is an important step in 

this process (Wineburg, 1991; Van Drie & Van Boxtel, 2008). The student's 

stance towards the issue is explicitly based on the historical inquiry; personal 

preference has no place. This way, a student will show their capacity to reason 

historically.  

This is different in a student's response to a philosophical question, where 

personal notes are appreciated, provided that they are supported. In a philo-

sophical text, the student as a writer is visible throughout the text, the text is 

obviously "colored" by the student's perspective. This personal perspective is 

what makes the philosophical text interesting: it shows their independent 

philosophical thinking. Thus, how an answer to an evaluative question 

should be framed, depends on the discipline to a large extent.   

 

2.3 Innovating Practice 

Previous literacy researchers (e.g., Gillis, 2014) have advised to not adopt 

reading and writing strategies in the content classroom, but to adapt those 

strategies, and to always keep track of content goals. To meet this require-

ment, interventions aimed at students' literacy development would need a 

large amount of flexibility. Over the three intervention studies, therefore, we 

might recognize an increase of openness of the designs-as-constructed. In the 

first trial study (Chapter 3), we started with a semi-open design, with two 

teachers from the same school co-designing writing tasks to use in their clas-

ses. In the experimental study (Chapter 4), teachers from multiple schools 

were involved, which resulted in many different tasks covering a wide range 

of topics. Moreover, we presented different methods for teachers to choose 
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from to discuss exemplars with teachers in class. Flexibility of the design was 

expanded again in the philosophy study (Chapter 5), with highly contextual 

measurements and therefore an also highly contextual assessment procedure 

to determine student progress. Although these flexible research designs pre-

sented us with methodological challenges (as discussed in the next section), 

evolving our research design to include more openness in each subsequent 

study may indicate the need for flexibility in innovating teachers' writing 

practices. When a design is too rigid, teachers might see too many barriers 

that prevent them from integrating writing instruction after all.  

In our research, it gradually became clear that we needed to guide teachers 

in implementing writing instruction and supporting students in their writing 

process. Even though we aimed to keep the interventions accessible, in our 

intervention studies (Chapters 3, 4, and 5), guidance to teachers intensified 

and became more reflective. We aimed to add practical significance in the long 

run; therefore, we aimed to not only enhance teachers' practice, but also chal-

lenge their beliefs about writing and writing instruction. We thus aimed for 

cultural change in addition to technical change (De Vries, 1984).  

Eventually, the technical guidance focused on a number of knowledge 

components: (1) knowledge about writing tasks, which type of task is appro-

priate when; (2) knowledge about text quality, especially disciplinary aspects; 

(3) knowledge about (disciplinary) writing processes; and (4) procedural 

knowledge about how to guide writing processes, and (5) how to discuss writ-

ing products. These components will be useful for future professional devel-

opment programs aimed at teachers' improvement of literacy teaching. 

3. METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES 

In this section we address six issues concerning research methodology: (1) the 

power of mixed methods design research; (2) validity; (3) teacher involve-

ment; (4) measuring content knowledge; (5) epistemic experience; and (6) 

measuring writing proficiency.  

 

3.1 The Power of Mixed Methods Design Research 

In this thesis, Chapters 3 and 5 are explicitly presented as design research, 

aimed at the design of an instructional unit to promote students' historical and 

philosophical literacy. However, this thesis as a whole can be characterized as 

educational design research as well: the four studies together represent the 

different stages of analysis and exploration (Chapters 2 and 3), design and 
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construction (Chapters 3 and 5), and evaluation and reflection (Chapters 4 and 

5).  

Next to quantitative measures, we frequently made use of qualitative ap-

proaches to obtain more insights in students' processes and progress, which 

brought many advantages. First of all, we used qualitative methods in the ex-

ploratory phase of the study. We conducted interviews with teachers to estab-

lish a window into the context in which we were operating. The explorative 

study of students' cognitive processes while performing writing tasks for two 

different subjects, was also of qualitative nature. Of course, the think-aloud 

method also has disadvantages: for example, students' verbalizations are not 

conclusive of all students' thoughts (Pressley & Afflerbach, 1995; Van 

Someren et al., 1994). Nevertheless, the think-aloud method provided us with 

a solid insight into the activities students perform while making writing as-

signments for history and philosophy. This insight provided a solid base for 

designing a reading-writing strategy for each subject.  

Invariably, we also used a qualitative approach in evaluating the imple-

mentation of the lesson series (Chapters 3, 4, and 5). After implementation, 

we consistently conducted interviews with teachers and students, not only to 

determine implementation fidelity, but also to get an idea of teacher and stu-

dent reception. To what extent did the new writing tasks and writing instruc-

tion align with teachers' views of their subject, and why? And how did stu-

dents experience learning through writing?  

A drawback of our qualitative approach in the evaluations with students, 

was that not all students were consulted. Students participated in the inter-

views voluntarily, which might have resulted in a selection bias. Students 

who were willing to participate, might have been those who were more moti-

vated than others. We tried to overcome this by asking teachers to encourage 

a diverse group of students for participation. However, a quantitative meas-

ure (e.g., questionnaire) could have provided valuable additional infor-

mation.  

A final beneficial qualitative addition in our research, were the retrospec-

tive interviews with philosophy teachers, after the implementation of the de-

sign as well as after the assessment of the student texts. To enable the latter, 

students' texts were assessed by an independent jury. This jury made use of 

benchmark texts, which were selected per task by the philosophy teachers to 

represent "the average student's expected performance". The remaining texts 

written in response of the respective task were assessed in relation to this 
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benchmark. After the rating procedure, the teacher was presented the jury's 

scores to reflect on.  

In their reflections, teachers not only contemplated the implementation of 

the instructional unit, but also the level of the writing tasks they had devel-

oped, the benchmark texts they had selected, and the scores the students in 

their group obtained in relation to those benchmark texts. Among other 

things, this method provided us insights into teachers' views of what exactly 

constitutes a good text in philosophy. Furthermore, we obtained insights in 

teachers' perceptiveness of students' writing proficiency level. The fact that 

the texts were assessed by an independent jury added an extra dimension: it 

offered us insight into the teacher's assessment of the difficulty of self-com-

posed writing tasks and the teacher's expectations of students' performance 

level. The in-depth approach in Chapter 5 thus provided us with a flood of 

observations.   

In addition, during the different stages of the research project, we made 

use of quantitative methods, to measure if students' writing proficiency had 

progressed after intervening with a writing strategy instruction. In three stud-

ies, students' texts were assessed by jury teams (Chapters 3, 4 and 5), and their 

scores were analyzed using multilevel statistical analyses (Chapters 3 and 4). 

The larger scale of the Chapter 4 study, with 268 students participating, pro-

vided us with evidence of students' progress in their disciplinary writing. Pre-

cisely the combination of different methods thus offered great insight, illumi-

nating different perspectives.  

 

3.2 Validity 

Generalizability was an important concern for the impact studies in our re-

search project. We wanted to design an instructional unit that could contrib-

ute to students' subject-specific writing skills. Generalization across disci-

plines seemed not to be possible here - after all, it is specifically discipline-

specificity that matters - but we did aim to generalize across teachers and stu-

dents, per discipline. In particular, we aimed for generalizability in a number 

of areas.  

First, we prioritized ecological validity. Our research was conducted in ex-

isting groups of students, taught by their regular teacher. We preferred a 

teaching situation representative of the real world, rather than a researcher in 

front of the class. Moreover, our aim was to investigate to what extent the 

subject teachers themselves could cope with the developed writing 
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instruction. After all, the principles behind the instruction had already proven 

their value in previous research.  

Also, considering ecological validity, and then mainly the integration of 

instructional materials into regular curricula, we did not completely seal off 

the lessons: we entrusted the design of writing tasks to teachers themselves, 

accompanied by a PD session on design principles for effective writing-to-

learn tasks. Hereby, we aimed to promote engagement, and to effectuate a 

knowledge base of teaching writing and writing task development. This deci-

sion may have led to create some muddling, as groups became less directly 

comparable. However, variety existed in all conditions (Chapter 4). We pre-

sume generalizability was actually also enhanced by using such a variety of 

writing tasks, covering multiple topics, in both subjects. Moreover, writing 

tasks were tuned to different grades, since in the history studies, students of 

multiple grades (10th-11th-12th) participated.  

We also tried to enhance generalizability by consistently exploiting design 

principles. After implementation of a unit, we evaluated to what extent the 

design principles behind the design had been brought to bear. Responding to 

the appeal by Rijlaarsdam and colleagues (2017), to consider an intervention 

as a construct, and to define and operationalize it as such, we explained our 

subject-specific interventions as comprehensively as possible in Chapter 3 (for 

history) and in Chapter 5 (for philosophy). The importance of design princi-

ples for implementation also became evident after the trial study of Chapter 

3, where we concluded that teachers must be exceedingly aware of the under-

lying principles, in order to properly implement an intervention.  

In addition, the methodology itself enhanced generalizability. First, gener-

alizability was sought during the data preparation phase (Chapter 4), by in-

cluding a variety of raters in the text assessment procedure. Second, we used 

statistical analyses, more specifically multilevel modeling, which allowed us 

to generalize across tasks, students, groups, and teachers.  

We might criticize the internal validity of the study in Chapter 4, in which 

the teachers themselves chose the research condition, rather than being ran-

domly assigned to it. Since we considered motivation of the teacher to be an 

important factor for successful educational innovation, teachers were offered 

a choice with regard to the two experimental writing conditions. As a result, 

we do not know to what extent the positive results could also be due to the 

teachers' positive stance towards strategy instruction from the beginning. 

One might also comment on the validity of the research instruments: alt-

hough randomization is not always necessary to detect effects, all of our 
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studies had fixed pre- and post-measurements for writing proficiency. As a 

result, differences in pre- and post-measurement scores could be due to task 

differences. For example, prior knowledge about a particular topic could have 

played a role. When students have a high level of prior knowledge about a 

topic, they will write better texts (Olinghouse et al., 2015). Therefore, in inter-

preting the results, we only considered the differences on the post-measure-

ment; the pre-measurement was included as a covariate. However, this raises 

a next validity issue: in the study of Chapter 4, we only used one task as a 

post-measurement. We might have to consider the extent to which this task 

was representative.  

However, we tried to avoid any of these biases by asking control questions. 

We did find differences between the pre- and post-measurements, but they 

were present in all conditions. In addition, we used a transfer task, to demon-

strate that students were able to perform new tasks on a new topic. In the 

study of the effects of the lesson series on writing skills in philosophy (Chap-

ter 5), we controlled for task differences in a different way: all writing tasks 

were analyzed in great detail by an independent jury team.  

A final comment regarding external validity, is a comment about the lim-

ited research group: all participating groups received education in upper sec-

ondary levels of the pre-university track. The target group of our study was 

upper secondary education, because in these grades, students are expected to 

read and write longer and more complex, abstract texts, which also explicitly 

address disciplinary literacy. We have not tested whether the materials are 

also suitable for lower grades or tracks. However, writing based on sources 

can be done at many levels, and experience shows us that adapting writing 

tasks to the level of the target group in question is possible. The teachers in 

our study distinguished between tasks for 10th, 11th, or 12th grade students, 

seemingly without much effort. Whether strategy instruction in modified 

form will also be effective, is beyond the scope of our current study, but pre-

vious research has proven strategy instruction to be successful in earlier 

grades (De La Paz & Graham, 2002), and for students with mixed abilities (De 

La Paz, 2005; Wissinger et al., 2018).  

 

3.3 Teacher Involvement 

As mentioned in the previous section, we entrusted the design of the writing 

tasks to the content teachers participating in our studies. We aimed to involve 

history and philosophy teachers in the design process for several reasons. 

First of all, we expected that teacher involvement would make the design 



188   CHAPTER 6 

 

more feasible, and it would enhance generalizability. After all, teachers would 

not be bound to one topic, nor would the results of the studies. Moreover, the 

writing tasks would be better writing-to-learn tasks, when these would actu-

ally be tailored to the content learning goals as envisioned by the teacher 

and/or prescribed by the curriculum. Next to that, discipline-specificity 

would be ensured, and the content teacher would be valued as the expert in 

their field. Finally, with the involvement of teachers we aimed to effectuate 

their engagement to disciplinary literacy.  

One drawback of teacher involvement in the design process was that tasks 

not only differed in content, but also in length, complexity, and abstraction. 

For example, a prompt about a more complex issue required more source 

texts. As a result, there was a wide variety of tasks, and since our research 

team mainly holds a linguistic perspective, it was not easy to estimate the ex-

tent to which the tasks were still comparable in, for example, the degree of 

prior knowledge required for the task. At the same time, an added benefit was 

that we could obtain insights into teachers' interaction with design principles, 

and which feedback and guidance they required. 

 

3.4 Measuring Content Knowledge Learning  

This research project was primarily concerned with promoting discipline-spe-

cific writing, rather than content learning. Learning indicators were mainly 

investigated (in Chapter 4) to explore whether we can promote writing devel-

opment without impeding content matter. Our main aim was to enhance stu-

dents' disciplinary literacy, and to gain power in convincing teachers to im-

plement interventions with this aim, we investigated learning effects next to 

effects on students' writing proficiency. 

Foremost, we measured students' learning by assessing students' texts. 

However, to what extent can learning be measured with writing tasks? What 

kind of knowledge is enhanced with writing in the disciplines, with the writ-

ing genres we used? Philosophical reasoning, one of the main goals of philos-

ophy education, was considered well-represented in resulting texts. Students' 

level of historical reasoning can also be derived from their texts; however, his-

tory seems to depend more on facts and functional knowledge, than philoso-

phy. Therefore, we included an additional learning measure in the Chapter 4 

study: a recall test, measuring content knowledge of the topic discussed in 

class during the intervention period.  

Nevertheless, we could question whether this recall measurement was the 

best instrument to measure content knowledge. Previous research has 
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criticized recall tests as a measure of knowledge gain through writing, since a 

recall test is likely to detect knowledge accretion, which is, according to Schu-

macher and Nash (1991), an "unlikely outcome of writing" (p. 92). Despite this 

objection, the recall measure demonstrated that knowledge accumulation was 

not limited by the writing strategy instruction.  

 

3.5 Epistemic Experience 

In Chapter 4, we added a third indicator of content knowledge: epistemic ex-

perience. This concept refers to the degree to which students experienced the 

epistemic function of writing: the awareness of constructing knowledge 

through writing.  

The concept was derived from Bereiter's (1980) model of skill systems in 

writing development. This model includes six stages of development in the 

maturation of writing, with epistemic writing as the highest stage. Epistemic 

writing transcends the skill of unified writing: the ability to understand not 

only other people's perspectives on the text one is writing (what we call com-

municative writing), but also one's own perspective as a reader of one's own 

text. As a result, students become more authentic writers, and develop more 

personal styles.  

According to Bereiter's model, epistemic writing emerges when the skill of 

reflective thought is developed. Creating a text then becomes a personal 

search for meaning. Writing becomes "an integral part of thinking" (Bereiter, 

1980, p. 88). Philosophical essay tasks and evaluative questions based on his-

torical sources rely heavily on unified and epistemic writing, the complex 

stages of writing. 

In the study in Chapter 4, epistemic experience was measured to indicate 

students' knowledge development. We assumed that the sense of learning 

contributed to actual learning. Epistemic experience was highest in the strat-

egy instruction condition: students who received supportive writing instruc-

tion apparently developed the epistemic potential of writing. Since Bereiter's 

skill system is about writing development in general, we might thus even in-

fer that strategy instruction enhanced students' writing proficiency in a 

broader sense.  

 

3.6 Measuring Writing Proficiency 

We invariably measured students' discipline-specific writing proficiency in 

our research through disciplinary writing tasks. When assessing students' 

texts, we involved subject teachers: after all, we wanted students' texts to 
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improve in the eyes of the subject teacher, i.e., on subject-specific criteria. Dur-

ing the implementation of the intervention, however, we noticed that subject 

teachers found it difficult to make the criteria for good disciplinary texts ex-

plicit. Therefore, in addition to analytical ratings, we have continuously used 

holistic scoring methods next to analytic scoring. Holistic scoring makes the 

rating task more complex: it requires raters to decide on a single score whether 

a text exposes different proficiency levels in the various writing components 

(Bacha, 2001; Barkaoui, 2010). However, the advantage of this method is that 

a rater can include criteria that are not covered by an analytical scoring rubric. 

In two of our studies using both holistic and analytic scoring of history 

texts (Chapters 3 and 4), we concluded that holistic and analytic scores corre-

lated highly, implying holistic scoring to be an appropriate method for assess-

ment of disciplinary texts, despite teachers' knowledge of text quality criteria 

seeming tacit.  

4. RESEARCH ASSETS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

We consider the main assets of our research to be its interdisciplinarity and 

its subject-specificity - which might seem paradoxical. The initial aim of our 

research was to build a bridge between writing skill development as taught 

in the L1-classroom on the one hand, and writing skill development in the 

disciplines on the other. Gradually, however, the differences between the sub-

jects that at first glance seemed to be close together, turned out to be of great 

importance. We therefore tried to make these explicit to students. In this way, 

we were able to contribute to research on discipline-specificity. What is spe-

cific to writing in history and philosophy? For history, this area is less unex-

plored than for philosophy; however, history is often contrasted with com-

pletely different disciplines, such as mathematics and science (Goldman et al., 

2016; Lee & Spratley, 2010; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Shanahan et al, 2011) 

or compiled together with other subjects to form social studies (Graham et al., 

2020). This is in fact still a collection of subjects, which have their own subtle-

ties, though certainly relevant.  

At the same time, we tried to overarch, and look for the similarities be-

tween subjects, in order to make statements for disciplinary writing in gen-

eral. We tried to identify the boundaries between intermediate and discipli-

nary literacy (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Where does generic writing end, 

and where does discipline-specific writing begin? Because basic literacy un-

derlies disciplinary literacy, we were able to make good use of frequently 
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conducted research on general writing skills (Graham & Harris, 2018), and 

build on these recommendations based on subject-specific reading and writ-

ing processes (Chapter 2) and subject-specific reasoning processes (e.g., Wine-

burg, 1991). 

Research outcomes are known to give rise to new questions. First, our 

study calls for theoretical research into subject-specific reading and writing 

process models. In the think-aloud study (Chapter 3), we obtained conceptual 

understanding of disciplinary reading and writing processes, but we did not 

develop a framework. With larger-size studies, exploring processes of a sig-

nificant number of students while performing a variety of disciplinary tasks, 

a model could be created to serve as a basis for disciplinary literacy instruc-

tion. Frameworks for subject-specific reasoning, such as the one for historical 

reasoning of Van Drie and Van Boxtel (2008), can serve as a foundation for 

reading and writing in history. However, such frameworks will need transfer 

to the domain of literacy. Furthermore, to our knowledge, such a framework 

is not available for philosophy.  

There is also a need for research on the nuance differences between differ-

ent subjects (cf. Goldman et al., 2016; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Shanahan 

et al., 2011). In addition, research on the relationship between learning and 

writing could be further explored across disciplines. Galbraith's dual-process 

model (1999) might provide its groundwork. In this model, writing is not seen 

as a form of problem solving, as Hayes and Flower's classic model (1980) as-

sumes, where the writer is supposed to set goals and pursue them step by 

step. Content discovery is largely ignored by this model; the content is already 

there. The dual-process model, on the other hand, assumes that writing is in-

herently about discovering knowledge or content. Writing involves the inter-

play of two processes: the knowledge-constituting process, in which implicit 

knowledge is activated and comes to the surface, and the knowledge-trans-

forming process, in which the knowledge is organized, aimed at communi-

cating the knowledge.  

Another question left unanswered by our research is the extent to which 

students actually modified their writing strategies as a result of strategy in-

struction. We did offer students two different routes in the strategy instruc-

tion (for "free writers" and "pre-planners"), however, we did not investigate 

which writing routines were preferred by students, and whether, after in-

struction, they applied a different strategy route. Furthermore, from previous 

research (Van Steendam et al., 2022) on writing routines, we know that stu-

dents might change their routines from task to task, depending on their topic 
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knowledge and topic interest. Further research might determine what could 

be the additional influence of disciplines. Relatedly, in the current project, we 

did not consider the extent to which the dual-route option was actually uti-

lized or appreciated by students. This should be addressed in a subsequent 

iteration. Finally, our research raises the question to what extent results are 

sustainable. 

Our research also provokes more practice-oriented questions. For exam-

ple, what writing genres and writing strategies would be useful for learning 

in other subjects, such as geography and economics (e.g., proceeding work of 

Sampson, et al., 2013a, 2013b; Levin, et al., 2021)? What would strategies and 

instruction look like for other grades and levels? In our research, we already 

empowered teachers to take an active role in developing materials, but the 

strategy and instruction were designed by us, since we were the experts with 

regard to writing processes and writing instruction, which was precisely what 

teachers lacked. But what might be achieved if we also left the design of strat-

egies and strategy instruction to teachers? Previous intervention studies with 

large teacher involvement have shown promising results (Van Drie et al., 

2017; Van Drie et al., 2021).  

5. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Our research adds to the current discussion about students' declining literacy 

proficiency, and methods for how to convert this trend. As a response to the 

Dutch Education Inspectorate's (2020) advice for each school to have a "lan-

guage policy", many schools have been working on the development of strat-

egies with regard to students' literacy. Increasingly, school leaders become 

aware of literacy as a shared responsibility, and initiate school-wide strate-

gies. However, the awareness that language development is not only the re-

sponsibility of the language teacher has yet to register among content teach-

ers.  

In our studies, we promote a literacy view that might go even further than 

the notice that literacy is a shared responsibility. We recommend not only 

practicing generic language skills in content lessons, but also to primarily fo-

cus on discipline-specific literacy skills instead. Each content teacher is re-

sponsible for students' literacy development in their discipline. From our re-

search project, several recommendations have arisen, which we will explain 

in the next section.  
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5.1 Deliberate Writing Task Design 

Inclusion of reading-writing tasks will be necessary to create opportunities for 

literacy skill development. For subject teachers to contribute to students' de-

velopment of literacy, they should think carefully about their task design: 

reading-writing tasks should fit the learning goals teachers have in mind for 

their students. When tasks are appropriate for the intended content learning, 

they will not be "extra" but merely "alternative". A writing task becomes a 

learning activity in itself, rather than just a way of processing new knowledge, 

which had already been acquired through another learning activity. It is likely 

that teachers will prefer to use tasks which prompt students to include rea-

soning into their texts, instead of tasks which only require the outcome of a 

reasoning process.  

 

Recommendation 1: Include Writing-to-Learn Tasks 

The first prerequisite for developing students' literacy skills is to create op-

portunities to do so. Reading-writing tasks that can promote learning or com-

prehension of subject matter are ideally suited for content lessons: in this way, 

learning and developing literacy converge. A first requirement for a good 

writing-to-learn task is that the student's reasoning is activated by a stimulat-

ing prompt, evoking different angles toward an issue (e.g., an evaluative 

question). A second requirement is that students have not yet been fully in-

structed on the issue. Background knowledge might be required, but if an is-

sue has already been extensively covered by the teacher in-class, there is no 

need for the learner to further investigate, since the brainwork has essentially 

already been done. 

 

Recommendation 2: Select Sources Deliberately 

Writing requires knowledge; therefore, we recommend the use of source texts. 

In this way, reading skills can be trained functionally: students need the in-

formation from the sources to be able to write a text. It is important that the 

source texts represent different perspectives on the given issue. Sources are 

thus advised to partly complement or contradict each other. Primary source 

texts are preferable to secondary texts, since primary documents are more 

likely to point students' attention towards sourcing (evaluating usefulness 

and trustworthiness of a source) and enhance the use of references in students' 

texts (Rouet et al., 1996). However, secondary sources might be preferred in 

some cases, depending on the writing task goal (cf. Van Driel et al., 2022a). An 

important point, is that the number of sources needs to be limited, in order to 
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keep the students' attention focused on the essence, and to keep the task man-

ageable within the given time frame.  

 

Recommendation 3: Use Short Writing Tasks 

To guide student writing processes, writing must take place in-class, within 

the teacher's sight, which can only be accomplished with short tasks. Encom-

passing yet contained writing tasks provide a manageable workload for teach-

ers, and do not impede student motivation, as students may dread reading 

and writing long texts. Moreover, short tasks facilitate frequent use, and reg-

ular writing promotes writing skills (Graham & Harris, 2017). However, this 

latter finding was not confirmed in this thesis; in the Chapter 4 study, a con-

dition with writing tasks, but without strategy instruction, did not outperform 

a control condition without writing. To conclude: simply adding writing tasks 

into the curriculum will thus not improve students' writing nor their learning, 

as it needs to be accompanied by support.  

 

5.2 Support Students' Processes 

Subject teachers need efficient and effective teaching methods to support stu-

dents' writing processes. Providing students with strategies is therefore rec-

ommended, as a strategy breaks a process down into smaller steps, making 

the "cognitive load" of the complex literacy task more manageable (Galbraith 

& Torrance, 2004; Torrance & Galbraith, 2006). Self-regulated strategy devel-

opment (SRSD) is appropriate for all types of learning, but it has been most 

extensively studied in the area of writing (Harris & Graham, 2015). According 

to the SRSD framework, a strategy is best described, then modeled, and then 

practiced.  

In order to describe and model a process, teachers need to know what pro-

cesses are actually required. This can be challenging; teachers are not always 

aware of their own processes, let alone their strategies, and what other strate-

gies might be effective. It is therefore important for teachers to become aware 

of the processes at play in their subjects, the variation between subjects, and 

possible strategies for addressing these processes. Theoretical research can 

provide a foundation on which to build instruction. 

 

Recommendation 4: Provide and Model Strategies 

It is recommended to provide direct, explicit instruction on required reading 

and writing processes (Graham & Perin, 2007). After all, it seems unfair to 

expect that students are able to write a text genre which they have never 
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written before. In addition to making the strategy explicit, it is also important 

to show how the strategy can be applied. Modeling (live or using a video) 

gives students the opportunity to learn through observation. Observational 

learning has proven its service for writing development in previous research 

(Braaksma et al., 2004). 

 

Recommendation 5: Highlight Disciplinary Aspects 

It is imperative to explicitly highlight disciplinary aspects of the process and 

of the product. This requires knowledge of cognitive processes in general, and 

awareness of subject-specific processes in particular. Professional develop-

ment in this area is important: a professional learning community with col-

leagues from the same subject (to examine the specificity of a subject) or with 

colleagues from a variety of subjects (to be able to expose differences with 

other subjects) can be useful here. Teachers then construct knowledge by com-

paring and contrasting.  

 

Recommendation 6: Support Students' Writing During Task Performance 

It is recommended to support students' process during reading and writing, 

by providing feedback on students' reading and writing while they are in the 

middle of it. This can be achieved by writing in-class, within the sight of the 

teacher, instead of instructing students to write a text as homework. During 

writing, the teacher might walk through the classroom to observe and to scaf-

fold when needed.  

 

Recommendation 7: Use Exemplars 

The process of discussing exemplars of different levels, is a type of teacher 

feedback. Through series of example texts, it becomes clear which dimensions 

of text quality are in play, how they may interact in texts, and what are the 

options for, a discipline-specific text. This learning activity is in fact a first step 

in formative assessment: a didactic approach to stimulate students' self-regu-

latory skills. Discussing exemplars are aimed to clarify teacher expectations 

of student writing, which can be seen as the first phase in the Formative As-

sessment Cycle (Gulikers & Baartman, 2017).  

 

Recommendation 8: Connect Product Feedback to the Process 

If product feedback is provided, this feedback can be linked to the student's 

process. Do you think a student's writing needs more audience focus? Explain 

why, and then relate it to the process steps in the writing stage, e.g.: “This 
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particular student needs to pay more attention to taking the reader's role after 

the text is written. They will need to learn to put themself in the reader's shoes, 

to reread and check: did my message come across?” The writer may need the 

help of a peer reader, to read the text aloud, and maybe adding question 

marks in the margin when comprehension becomes difficult or unclear. This 

process may result in a reorganized second draft. If the student had a choice 

of strategies, the chosen strategy might also be discussed: should the student 

try a different route or improve the chosen route? 

 

5.3 Support Teachers in Integrating Writing Instruction 

We also pose two recommendations regarding external aids, which might 

help future content teachers to include writing support in their lessons.  

 

Recommendation 9: Develop Teachers' Pedagogical Content Knowledge of 

Writing 

Content teachers' pedagogical content knowledge with regard to (discipli-

nary) writing might become a learning objective in teacher education. During 

their teacher education, teachers learn about general and disciplinary writing 

processes, effective reading and writing instruction, and process support. Our 

studies have shown that teachers are well capable of designing sound writing-

to-learn tasks based on design principles. However, the other components 

(development of the strategy and the instructional unit) were provided by us. 

In the future, teachers will need to develop their own instructional units, and 

to be able to their purposes. This requires deeper knowledge about processes, 

and experience with how students confront particular reading-writing tasks. 

These aspects of literacy instruction in content classrooms deserve a place in 

the teacher education curriculum, to properly equip future teachers to de-

velop students' disciplinary literacy.  

We recommend teacher support to focus on a number of knowledge com-

ponents: (1) knowledge about writing tasks, which type of task is appropriate 

when; (2) knowledge about text quality, especially disciplinary aspects; (3) 

knowledge about (disciplinary) writing processes; and (4) procedural 

knowledge about how to guide writing processes, and (5) how to discuss writ-

ing products. 

 

Recommendation 10: Include Writing Support in Textbooks 

Textbook publishers might also take a role in developing students' literacy 

skills. For example, workbooks might need to be supplemented with writing-
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to-learn tasks, which can be accompanied by process support, for example by 

including strategies for students and modeling videos, or by stimulating pre-

writing or re-writing activities.  

6. CONCLUSION 

With this thesis, we have tried to answer the research question: Which instruc-

tional approach is best suited to develop students' disciplinary literacy effec-

tively and efficiently, in upper secondary history and philosophy education? 

Based on four studies, we conclude that secondary school teachers who in-

clude disciplinary reading-writing tasks into their curriculum, and who pro-

vide additional support to students' writing process by means of strategy in-

struction, support the development of students' disciplinary literacy skills. 

Our studies also provide insights in teachers' interaction with design princi-

ples for writing task design, and show what we can achieve if we involve 

teachers in designing and implementing interventions in general. 

 

 


