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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
Dissertation Abstract
A Qualitative Study of How Writing is Used in Catholic Secondary Schools

to Foster Students’ Metacognitive Skill Development

This study addressed the problem of students’ lack of writing instruction, which
the National Commission on Writing in American’s Schools and Colleges brought to the
public’s attention in 2003. Research in composition studies, in addition, have
emphasized that writing is a cognitive tool. Vygotsky (1978, 1986), whose theories
provided the conceptual framework for this study, viewed writing as an important tool in
developing higher order thinking skills. As a result, this qualitative study sought to
discover whether teachers in Catholic secondary schools in a Northern California diocese
used writing to help students think and learn.

The researcher interviewed eight teachers in the subject areas of English, history,
mathematics, religion, and science. The three research questions driving the study
focused on teachers’ understanding of the term metacognition, teachers’ use of writing to
foster metacognitive skills, and the obstacles teachers faced when using writing to help
students learn. Data were collected from participants’ responses to an interview protocol.
Responses were recorded digitally, transcribed, and then interpreted through a thematic
analysis approach. Although two of the eight participants were unfamiliar with the term
metacognition, all of the participants indicated that they had developed strategies for
teaching subject-specific writing skills. In addition, they were sensitive to learning styles

and aspired to foster their students’ critical thinking skills. In fact, several of the



participants taught their students metacognitive strategies. The types of writing the eight
participants assigned were both expository and imaginative and ranged in frequency from
once a week to once a year. Participants, though, faced four obstacles when using writing
as a learning tool. These were teachers’ clarity in articulating expectations and
assessment criteria; the amount of time required to comment on and grade written
assignments; students’ lack of the critical thinking skills, and sometimes the basic skills,
needed for academic writing; and students’ resistance to challenging writing assignments
and to those they considered irrelevant to the subject matter. In contrast to the
Commission’s 2003 report, this researcher found that her participants taught writing,
valued it as a learning and thinking tool, and, to various degrees, used writing to foster

students’ metacognitive awareness.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
Statement of the Problem

In March of 2004, students taking the revised Stanford Achievement Test (SAT)
were required to complete a timed essay to demonstrate their writing skills. The College
Board (2003) added this essay requirement because studies had concluded that American
schools were neglecting to teach writing (Lewin, 2003; National Commission on Writing
in America’s Schools and Colleges, 2003).

Writing specialists (Winerip, 2005), however, criticized the scoring of these
writing samples. They found that students who wrote longer samples scored higher in
spite of factual errors. They argued, furthermore, a single writing sample ignored that
good writing is the result of rewriting. In addition, studies in cognitive psychology
(Anderson et al., 2001; Costa & Kallick, 2000; Flavell 1979; Gardner, 2000; Perry, 2000;
Pugalee, 2001; Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 1993, 2005) underscored the importance of
teaching students to reflect upon the thought processes they use to perform specific
learning tasks. Thus, the literature on cognition, particularly metacognition, added
another dimension to the writing issue. This dimension was the need for students to
develop an awareness of the thought processes they use when completing a particular
assignment because understanding one’s own thinking facilitates and enhances the
completion of a specific task.

Hence, it was suggested that students’ metacognitive and writing skills could be
fostered concurrently because writing is a means to activate and clarify thinking. In

addition, teachers in all subject areas could recognize that, because writing is thinking, it



is an interdisciplinary tool, which could be integrated and applied regularly across the
curriculum (Britton, Burgess, McLeod, & Rosen, 1975; Costa & Liebmann, 1997,
Freedman, Flower, Hull, and Hayes, 1995; Gooden, 1996; Holbrook, 1964; Hull, 1989;
Lindemann, 1987; Moffett, 1992a; National Writing Project & Nagin, 2003; Tchudi &
Huerta, 1983; Zinsser, 1988 & 2001).

Nevertheless, using writing as a tool to foster students’ metacognitive skill
development presents several challenges. First, many teachers lack training in writing
pedagogy. Second, writing instruction has been and often continues to be formulaic.
Third, writing requires various types of knowledge. Fourth, good writing instruction
requires a variety of teaching strategies, and, fifth, good writing provides opportunities
for students’ self assessment (Elbow, 1996; Emig, 1971; Hawisher & Selfe, 2000;
Hillocks, 1995; Lindemann, 1987; Perry, 2000; Sheils, 1975; National Commission on
Writing in American Schools and Colleges, 2003; National Writing Project and Nagin,
2003; Winerip, 2005).

Consequently, these challenges posed the three-fold problem that this study
addressed. First, the vast majority of teachers in the content areas are reluctant to
integrate writing instruction throughout their curricula. They argue that time spent on
writing takes away from the time needed to cover essential content (Jacobs, 2001).
Second, teachers in all subject areas may not be familiar with writing pedagogy. Third,
teachers may not understand the relationship between writing and the development of
higher order thinking skills, specifically metacognition (Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev, &

Miller, 2003; Pugalee, 2001).



This three-fold problem influenced the researcher’s decision to study teachers’
perceptions of their writing instruction and its relationship to their students’
metacognitive skill development. Based on the premise that this problem could be
investigated best in a school community with explicit, cross-curricular goals and
expectations, the researcher chose to use Catholic education as a model. The next section
will discuss why Catholic education is an ideal model for integrated learning and
instruction that incorporates writing and metacognitive skill development. (Bryk, Lee, &
Holland, 1993; Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988; Convey, 1992; Groome,
1998; Lickona, 1991; National Conference of Catholic Bishops, November 1972; United
States Catholic Conference, 1979 & 1981).

Background and Need
Catholic Education

The development of metacognition through writing requires educators to view
instruction from an interdisciplinary approach. Such an approach necessitates common
goals, to which all constituencies of a specific learning community conform. The ideal
Catholic school is an example of such a learning community.

The explicit goals of Catholic education, which are to promote doctrine, to build
community, and to serve others (National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1972),
provide a framework for cross-curricular learning and instruction. In Catholic schools,
community building is founded upon the belief that interaction and involvement are
crucial to the development of each individual; therefore, emphasis is placed on fostering
positive interpersonal relationships. (Congress for Catholic Education, 1988; United

States Catholic Conference, 1979 & 1981).



The Catholic School Teacher

Catholic education is committed to developing each student’s full potential. To
this end, teachers encourage students to think critically and to examine multiple
perspectives in the search for truth (Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988). Thus,
the development of critical thinking skills is a communal process, characterized by
dialogue within an integrated curriculum, which, ideally, takes into account each
student’s developmental needs and encourages individual talents and skills (United States
Catholic Conference, 1979).

Central to the Catholic school community is the classroom teacher who serves as
model and guide in the fostering of each student’s unique potential. The teacher’s role is
of utmost importance because it is the teacher who effects for each of his or her students
the external and internal integration of cognitive and moral development. In addition, the
Catholic school teacher is a community builder, who recognizes the dignity of each
student, welcomes diversity, and encourages collaboration among students, colleagues,
parents, and the community at large (National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1972).

The pedagogy of Jesus Christ inspires the Catholic school teacher’s praxis. With
Jesus Christ’s teaching as a model, this practice integrates two innate characteristics:
First, the Catholic school teacher starts with the learner, drawing lessons from students’
day-to-day experiences. Second, the Catholic school teacher and the Catholic school
community promote integrated learning, driven by Gospel values. These values
underscore the importance of prayer, responsibility, and freedom (Conference of Catholic
Bishops, 1972). The next section will discuss how the Catholic teacher’s praxis relates to

the conclusions drawn from metacognitive research.



Catholic School Education and Metacognitive Theory

Metacognition is the awareness of one’s own thought processes (Daniels, 2001).
In the classroom, students’ metacognitive awareness can be developed with a variety of
pedagogical approaches. These approaches are rooted in educational theories: multiple
intelligence (Gardner, 1985, 1991, 2000); cooperative learning (Lickona, 1991); the
process method (Zemelman, Daniels & Hyde, 2005); and school culture (Bryk, Lee &
Holland, 1993; United States Catholic Conference, 1981).

The philosophy of Catholic education subsumes all of these pedagogical
practices, which are springboards to metacognitive development. First, it values the
uniqueness of each student and promotes experiential learning. Hence, Catholic
education encourages a multiple intelligence approach to understanding (Congregation
for Catholic Education, 1988; Gardner, 2000; National Conference of Catholic Bishops,
1971; United States Catholic Conference, 1981).

Second, Catholic education stresses positive interpersonal relationships. It views
the individual student in light of those with whom he or she actively interacts (Groome,
1998; Lickona, 1991; National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1979).

Third, Catholic education emphasizes that learning is developmental. It
underscores the fact that students acquire over time ever deeper layers of knowledge,
predicated by previous understanding. Thus, learning must be considered in light of
findings in developmental psychology (Cooney, Cross, & Trunk, 1993; Kuhmerker,
1991; Lavatelli, 1970; National Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1979).

Fourth, inherent to Catholic education, is the building of community through

common goals and expectations. At the heart of this community are Gospel values.



Hence, the outcome of this values-centered education is each student’s growth in his or
her understanding of the human person. As a result, students in Catholic secondary
schools are free to explore and assume critical perspectives. These perspectives are
shared communally, in a process characterized by open dialogue (Congregation for
Catholic Education, 1988).

The findings of studies of metacognition have substantiated the reflective learning
approach of Catholic education (Anderson et al., 2001; Flavell, 1979; Gordon, 1996;
Hung, 1993; Metcalfe & Shimamura, 1994; Pugalee, 2001; Tulving, 1994; Zemelman,
Daniels, & Hyde, 2005). These studies, conducted in secular learning settings, confirmed
the importance of teaching students to monitor, reflect upon, and evaluate their own
thinking processes.

Furthermore, the researchers in metacognition, such as those cited above,
discovered that teaching students to reflect upon their own thought processes was a
valuable, interdisciplinary skill. In addition, they found that metacognitive awareness
was a valuable skill for students to develop because it would help them in the future to
negotiate the complexities of the world and the workplace Thus, this investigation
sought to correlate the findings of metacognitive research with Catholic education’s
stance on the teaching of higher order thinking skills.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate the extent to which teachers in
Catholic secondary schools understood the concept of metacognition and the extent to
which they used writing as a tool to foster the metacognitive skill development of

students in Catholic secondary schools. In addition, the researcher sought to identify the



various teaching strategies that educators in the subject areas of English, history
mathematics, religion, and science employed to this end, as well as the frequency of their
usage.

Moreover, the study inquired about the types of written assignments that students
produced that had been designated to promote their metacognitive skill development and
the criteria that teachers used to assess these products. Finally, the researcher sought to
determine the obstacles that teachers in Catholic secondary schools encountered that
prevented them from fostering, through writing, the metacognitive skill development of
their students.

Research Questions

This study examined how teachers used writing as a tool to foster the
metacognitive skill development of students in Catholic secondary schools in five subject
areas: English, history, mathematics, religion, and science. The researcher investigated
the following questions:

1. To what extent do teachers in Catholic secondary schools understand the

concept of metacognition?

2. To what extent do teachers in Catholic secondary schools use writing as a tool
to foster the metacognitive skill development of their students?

3. To what extent do teachers in Catholic secondary schools encounter obstacles
that prevent them from fostering, through writing, the metacognitive skill
development of their students?

The next section will discuss the theoretical rationale which served as a foundation for

this study and its correlation to Catholic education.



Theoretical Rationale

Lev Vygotsky, a Russian educational psychologist, who lived from 1896-1934,
has been credited with inspiring metacognitive studies (Braten, 1991a, 1991b, 1992). He
believed that students achieved best in partnership with a teacher or more knowledgeable
peer. He theorized that all students had the potential to learn scientific concepts beyond
their ascribed developmental levels. Thus, unlike Piaget, Vygotsky argued that learning
preceded development. Vygotsky asserted, moreover, that this learning had to take place
within a social setting because interrelationships fostered the internalization of
knowledge (Piaget, 1952; Van der Veer & Valsiner, 1994; VVygotsky, 1978, 1986;
Wertsch, 1985).

Vygotsky (1986) criticized the emphasis on standardized testing because, he
asserted, it evaluated a student’s achievement only at a specific point in time. Rather, he
insisted that student assessment needed to take into consideration each student’s future
potential and growth. To this end, he developed a pedagogical approach which required
the assessment of what a student could learn with the assistance of the teacher.
Vygotsky’s theory, called the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), stressed not only
the importance of determining what students could do on their own but also the
importance of predicting what they could do with the guidance of effective teachers or
more able peers. Through his investigations of his ZPD Theory, Vygotsky determined
that the skills students developed with assistance reached maturity when students were
able to perform them independently (Vygotsky, 1978).

Since Vygotsky’s death in 1934, his ZPD theory has given rise to myriad

interpretations, theories, and movements (Budoff, 1987; Campione & Brown, 1987,



Daniels, 2001; Davydov, 1995; Gindis, 1995; Hamers, Sijtsma & Ruijssenaars, 1993;
Kozulin, 1986, 1995; Lidz, 1987, 1995; Moll, 1990; Wolff & Lee, 2007), which have the
following characteristics in common: Subscribers of these interpretations, theories, and
movements believe that (1) students learn best when they are actively involved with their
peers and teachers in an interdisciplinary, learning environment; (2) students should be
taught to reflect upon their own thinking and the cognitive processes they use; and (3)
student assessment needs to include both the student’s current level of achievement and
his or her future learning potential. The next section will discuss how Vygotsky’s Theory
of the Zone of Proximal Development correlates with the philosophy of Catholic
education.
Catholic Education and the Zone of Proximal Development Theory

Vygotsky (1978, 1986) emphasized the necessity of social interaction in the
classroom. He believed that teachers mediated student learning and, as a result, were
instrumental in the development of their students’ higher order thinking skills. He
encouraged classroom interaction because he had concluded that shared learning and
instruction assisted in the construction of knowledge, both individually and collectively.
Cognitive development, for Vygotsky, moreover, was interdisciplinary because once
students mastered particular skills on their own they could apply them to other learning
situations. For the classroom environment to be nurturing, therefore, teacher and students
had to value one another’s academic needs and skills as well as the importance of
cooperation and collaboration.

Although Vygotsky (1978) applied his Zone of Proximal Development Theory to

secular school settings, his belief that knowledge is constructed in an interactive
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classroom mirrors Catholic education’s belief that each student’s development is a
community responsibility. Vygotsky explained how interpersonal relationships facilitated
the individual’s acquisition of knowledge:

Every function in the child’s cultural development appears twice: first, on the

social level, and later, on the individual level; first, between people . . . and then

inside the child . . . . All the higher functions originate as actual relations between

human individuals. (p. 57)

Accordingly, Catholic education is founded upon the belief that each student’s potential
is developed through reflective, dialogic practices (Congregation for Catholic Education,
1988). Figure 1 illustrates the correlation between Vygotsky’s ZPD Theory and Catholic
educational philosophy.

As Vygotsky (1986) maintained, the internalization of knowledge required
dialogue and reflection. In addition, he found that writing was fundamental in promoting
reflection because of its abstractive nature. Vygotsky, consequently, considered writing a
cognitive tool. Hence, within a social context, a teacher would utilize writing to assist
students in developing their zones of proximal development. Vygotsky explained that
writing reflected mental processes, which matured over time through planning, drafting,
and revising one’s written speech. Thus, by college age, students’ metacognitive skills
will have evolved to the point at which students are able to extrapolate, to a certain
degree, their own thought processes while writing (Cole, 1993).

As Figure 1 illustrates, the tenets of Catholic education subsume the practices of
constructivist classrooms as Vygotsky (1978, 1986) envisioned them. Because Catholic
education is community-based, its constructivist view of learning and instruction

permeates classroom practices. Thus, there appears to be a strong correlation between

the constructivist classroom that Vygotsky envisioned and the Catholic school classroom
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Figure 1. The correlation between metacognitive skill development in Catholic schools
and metacognitive skill development in secular schools.

for several reasons: First, they both view the teacher as the mediator of an interactive

environment. Second, they both emphasize the development of large concepts. Third,

they both expect students to question, to assume points of view, and to examine critically

the world around them. Fourth, they both interweave the assessment of pedagogical

development of cognitive skills and the interdisciplinary nature of learning (Brooks &

Brooks, 1993; Bryk, Lee & Holland, 1993; Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988;

Convey, 1992; Moll, 1990; National Conference of Catholic Bishops; United States
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Catholic Conference, 1979, 1981; Vygotsky, 1978, 1986).

Historically, community and individual development have been the heart of
Catholic education. For this reason, the researcher chose to interview Catholic secondary
teachers for her investigation of metacognition and writing, using Vygotsky’s (1986)
Zone of Proximal Development Theory for her conceptual framework.

Limitations of the Study

This study investigated how eight teachers from secondary schools in a Diocese
of Northern California used writing to help their students develop their metacognitive
skills. Five subject areas were represented: English, history, mathematics, religion, and
science. Teachers in each of these subject areas were interviewed to determine their
knowledge and application of metacognitive theory and to determine to what extent they
required their students to write in their specific subject areas.

This investigation had several limitations. The first limitation was the size of the
participant population. Only eight teachers were interviewed, five males and three
females. The subject area distribution consisted of one participant for English, three
participants for history, one participant for mathematics, one participant for religion, and
two participants for science. Consequently, because of the investigation’s limited
population, its findings may not be applicable to a broader spectrum of educators.

The second limitation was that all of the prospective interviewees volunteered to
participate in the study. They were randomly chosen from a larger pool of teachers who
responded affirmatively to the initial questionnaire, formulated to determine whether the
study was a viable one. Thus, they may have had a prior interest and/or knowledge of

metacognition and writing in their subject areas.
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The third limitation was that five of the interviewees were colleagues of the
researcher. They were recruited by email or in person when several of the initial
volunteers either decided not to participate, did not respond to follow-up communications
by telephone or email, or were unable to schedule an interview. Thus, although the
interviewer did not know these colleagues well, their participation may have lessened the
study’s objectivity.

The fourth limitation concerned the study’s conceptual framework: Vygotsky’s
Zone of Proximal Development Theory. This theory is based on Vygotsky’s (1978,
1986) constructivist philosophy of teaching and learning, which espouses that students
learn best in settings in which teachers and students interact with one another. The study,
though, did not address, for the most part, the challenges inherent in, as Lickona (1991)
pointed out, teaching “the specific skills needed to cooperate” (p. 199).

The fifth limitation was the researcher’s preference for using the process method
to teach writing. As a result, she brought to this study a bias towards timed writing tests
that are used to determine a student’s level of writing proficiency.

Significance of the Study

The significance of this study, which involved the researcher in examining how
teachers in Catholic secondary schools used writing to foster their students’
metacognitive skills, has several components. These dimensions integrated the study of
teaching writing, the study of metacognitive skill development, and the study of Catholic
school education. Writing pedagogy has evolved prodigiously since Emig (1971)
concluded that the teaching of writing, to be effective, had to be student-focused and

process-oriented. Her findings gave impetus to the writing-process movement. This new
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way of thinking about writing has spawned an abundant interest in how students
internalize, process, and produce required written assignments that must meet a specific
set of criteria in any given subject area.

Nevertheless, in spite of the attention given to the pedagogical practices of writing
teachers over the past several decades, the National Commission on Writing in America’s
Schools and Colleges (2003) found American schools deficient in teaching writing. This
researcher’s investigation coincided with the Commission’s five-year plan to improve
student writing throughout the nation, a plan targeted for completion in 2008. The
Commission’s projected outcome was to make writing a fundamental component in all
discipline areas. Thus, this study augmented the body of knowledge in the area of
teaching writing that has accumulated before and during the Commission’s five-year
study.

Another significance of this study is that researchers have discovered that
teaching students to use metacognitive practices in their learning helps them to internalize
assimilate, and articulate knowledge. As a result, Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001)
revision of Bloom’s (1956) Taxonomy, included another higher order thinking skill. This
higher order skill is metacognition, which Marzano (2001) described as the ability to
specify a goal and to monitor process, clarity, and accuracy.

Metacognitive skill development was the central focus of this study. The teacher-
researcher interviewed eight secondary school teachers in five subject areas to determine
to what extent they understood the term metacognition and to what extent they used
writing to facilitate its growth in their students. As a result, this study contributes, to the

literature on metacognition, the reflections of practicing teachers and the findings of a
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teacher researcher, an expository writing teacher.

Using writing as a tool for metacognitive discovery is based on Vygotskian
(1978) theory. He declared that *. . . writing has occupied too narrow a place in school
practice as compared to the enormous role that it plays in children’s cultural develop-
ment” (p. 105). In addition, Vygotsky (1986) emphasized that “intellectual development
... . Isunitary, and the different school subjects interact in contribution to it (p. 186).
Thus, this study’s concentration on teachers’ reflections of their classroom practices in
the areas of writing and metacognition supplements the body of knowledge that has
accumulated on the relationship between the teaching of writing and the higher order
thinking skill, metacognition.

The final area of significance of this study involves the community of Catholic
schools. Implicit to Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory (1978, 1986) is
the notion that students learn best in a social setting, in which they can actively interact
with a teacher and other learners. Roth and Lee (2007), in their explanation of Cultural-
Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), which they affirmed Vygotsky and his collaborators
had spawned, described how socially constructed learning is generated: “. . . students
mediate between school and home as normally separate activity systems containing
within- and between-system contradictions that experience resolution once both systems
begin sharing ontogenetic histories” (p. 200).

Accordingly, Bryk, Lee, and Holland (1993) found that Catholic schools evinced
this kind of activity system. They concluded that “Fundamental to Catholic schools are
beliefs about the dignity of each person and a shared responsibility for advancing a just

and caring society” (p. 312). Reflecting a VVygotskian perspective, they explained that the
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development of each student’s individual identity evolved within the collective character
of the Catholic school. They added, furthermore, that “Personal growth and self-
awareness emerge not from isolated independent behavior but rather from sustained
participation in a social life marked by open communication, honesty, caring, and
respect” (p. 315).

Because of this strong correlation between social constructivist theory and
Catholic school philosophy, the researcher, a Catholic high school English teacher, chose
to interview eight participants who served in Catholic secondary schools, whose culture
is community-centered. Bryk, Lee, and Holland (1993) summed up the reason that
Catholic schools provided substance for a study such as this, asserting that, regardless of
students’ socioeconomic backgrounds, they “ ... can learn in an educational
environment that combines a strong emphasis on academic work with a caring ethos that
demands personal responsibility and the good efforts of all participants” (p. 327).

Definition of Terms
Authentic Assessment:
projects, portfolios, and observations of performance rather than standardized
testing (Moffett, 1992)
Catholic School Community:

“Community is central to educational ministry . . . as a necessary condition and an

ardently desired goal. The educational efforts of the Church must . . . be directed

to forming persons-in-community . . . the education of the individual Christian is
important not only to his solitary destiny but also to the destinies of the many

communities in which he lives” (National Conference of CatholicBishops, 1972, p. 4).
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Christensen Method:
a method used to teach “students to write by examining how real writers write,
particularly noticing the frequent use of certain phrasal modifiers in the work of
many modern writers” (Gray & Benson, 1982, p. 7)

Constructivist Learning Theory:
the view “that psychologically engaged learners construct knowledge themselves
from comprehensible input . . .” (Weaver, 1996, p. 162)

Critical Pedagogy:
a teaching approach which encourages students to question and challenge
oppression (Freire, 2003)

Dynamic Assessment:
“The examiner becomes an active part of the assessment and functions as an
assessment tool, responding to observations and inferences about the learner and
functioning in a way to reveal learning processes and to facilitate change” (Lidz,
1995, pp. 143 & 144).

Freewriting:
writing whatever comes to mind without stopping for 10 to 20 minutes
several times a week (Elbow, 1998)

Intrapersonal Intelligence:
“access to one’s own feeling life” (Gardner, 1985, p. 239)

Invention:
techniques used to discover “relevant ideas and supporting evidence” in

the process of composing (Lindemann, 1987, p. 38)
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Metacognition:
awareness of one’s own thought process while performing specific tasks
and using this awareness to control what one is doing (Marzano et al., 1988)
Multiple Intelligence Theory (Ml):
Gardner’s (1999) theory that humans have the capacity for eight different
intelligences: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical,
interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist
New Rhetoric:
the view that people use language for “varied and changing purposes”
(Lindemann, 1987, p. 55)
Open Admissions Policy:
an open-door policy created by colleges and universities to give all who desire a
degree the opportunity to earn one (Shaughnessy, 1977)
Peer Response:
a teaching and learning strategy that involves students in the examination and
assessment of one another’s written products
Personal Writing:
writing which evolves from introspection, reflection, and experience
Process Method:
writing pedagogy which views composing as a three-stage process: prewriting,
writing, and rewriting (Lindemann, 1987)
Reading-Writing Connection:

the symbiotic relationship between one’s reading and one’s writing (Moffett, 1994)
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Reformist/Abolitonist Debate:
an argument initiated by Harvard’s creation of the freshman composition
course in 1855; abolitionist called for its elimination, believing that reform was
hopeless while reformists sought to improve the freshman composition course
(Connors, 1996)
Scaffolding:
“a form of adult assistance that enables a child or novice to solve a
problem, carry out a task or achieve a goal which would be beyond his unassisted
efforts” and that consists of five characteristics: “ownership . . . appropriateness
... Structure . . . collaboration . . . internalization” (Daniels, 2001, pp. 107 & 109)
Scientific Concepts:
concepts which emerge as a result of classroom instruction (Vygotsky, 1986)
Spontaneous Concepts:
concepts which emerge from a person’s own reflections on everyday experiences
(Vygotsky, 1986)
Writing across the Curriculum (WAC):
writing that is “an organic part of how every subject is taught” (Zinsser, 1988,
p. Vii)
Writing in the Content Areas (WIC):
specialized writing used in specific subject areas (Zinsser, 2001)
Writing Proficiency:
a person’s ability to write precisely, completely, and grammatically for school and

for work
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Zeitgeist:
a time period or generation’s collective thinking (Wheatley, 1999)
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD):
“the discrepancy between a child’s actual mental age and the level he reaches in

solving problems with assistance” (Vygotsky, 1986, p. 187)
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Restatement of the Problem

In April of 2003, the National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and
Colleges reported that American schools were neglecting to teach their students how to
write (Lewin, 2003). As a result, the March 2004 revised Stanford Achievement Test
(SAT) included a 25-minute writing test. The National Council of Teachers of English
(NCTE), however, remonstrated that such a test ignored that good writing evolved from
rewriting (Winerip, 2005).

Yagelski (2006) was a member of the NCTE committee that studied the effect of
the new SAT writing test. He expressed the committee’s concern that the SAT writing
component would send the message to students, their parents, and their schools that good
writing follows a formula and shows evidence of the writer’s organizational and
grammatical skills.

Seemingly, the expectation that college-bound students would produce authentic
samples of their best essay writing in less than one-half hour contradicted the plethora of
research in composition studies (Emig, 1971; Holbrook, 1966; Lindemann, 1987; The
National Writing Project (NWP) and Nagin 2003). Many of these studies explored
writing as a cyclical process (Elbow, 1996; Moffett, 1992a; Murray, 2002), which
incorporated multiple-intelligence and cognitive development teaching and learning
theories and strategies. Thus, the research conclusions emphasized that writing is more
than the end product; rather, it is a cognitive tool, which enables the writer to formulate,

organize, and reflect upon emerging ideas. With the advent of the controversial SAT
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writing component, nevertheless, educators will need to foster not only their students’
writing skills but also their cognitive skills, specifically metacognition. The reason for
this is that students who are able to monitor their own thought processes as they write are
more confident and prepared when required to complete a timed task like the SAT
writing prompt.

Hence, the SAT writing requirement posed a two-fold problem. First, students
require writing instruction and practice. Second, they require the awareness necessary to
reflect upon their thought processes in order to understand what they are doing and
thinking while they write. In other words, they need to develop their metacognitive
awareness in order to understand that good writing is a multidisciplinary tool, one that
enables them to organize, reflect, and monitor their own writing, regardless of the
required end product.

In this chapter, the Review of Literature, studies in cognitive development,
particularly metacognition, and writing theory will be described. The chapter is divided
into eight sections: (1) Metacognition, (2) Lev Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal
Development, (3) Lev Vygotsky and Writing as a Tool, (4) the Teaching of Writing
Movement, (5) Research in the Teaching of Writing, (6) Gender Studies and Learning
and Instruction, (7) Writing as a Cognitive Tool, and (8) Writing across the Curriculum.

Metacognition

The word metacognition is a fairly recent addition to the terminology of
educational psychology. Tulving (1994) credited the beginning of research into the
concept of metacognition to Hart, a Stanford University student, whose Ph.D. thesis in

1965 investigated feeling and knowing. Tulving added, moreover, that it was not until 10
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years later that Flavell and Wellman (1977) established a separate category for
metacognition, into which Hart’s research fit. Flavell (1979) characterized metacognition
as “a new area of cognitive-developmental inquiry” (p. 906) and conjectured that students
seldom were engaged in the conscious monitoring of their own thinking. To this
assertion, however, he affixed that researchers have found that metacognition is
important in both oral and written communication. Flavell proceeded to delineate the
number of concrete, positive effects, which resulted from the conscious regulation of
one’s own thought processes. Among these was the ability to evaluate and revise one’s

thinking in order to advance a specific task at hand, regardless of its nature.

Since Flavell’s (1979) discussion of metacognition and learning was published,
researchers have explored the various layers of metacognition. Tulving (1994) described
the scope and complexity of these investigations into how people think and know, stating
that “a particular kind of knowledge can be known in many ways, and a particular form

of knowing may have as its object many different kinds of knowledge” (pp. vii-viii).
Metacognition and Learning and Instruction

Marzano et al. (1988) investigated the influence of metacognition on classroom
practices and learning. They defined metacognition as “being aware of our thinking as
we perform specific tasks and then using this awareness to control what we are doing”
(p. 9). With this definition as a guide, they focused on two predominant aspects of
metacognition: “knowledge and control of self and knowledge and control of process”
(p.10). In their discussion of “knowledge and control of self,” they outlined three factors

that influenced the development of students’ self-monitoring skills.
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The first factor was commitment to the “academic task” at hand, regardless of
how students felt about it. Marzano et al. (1988) explained that students have control
over their commitment to their work. Feelings, therefore, should not determine
commitment; rather, students need to consider whether they have chosen or not chosen to
be committed to a specific task. One can infer from Marzano et al.’s statement that, if
upper level high school students committed themselves to learning how to write
effectively and how to monitor their own processes as they composed, they would
approach requirements such as the SAT writing sample and the college application

personal statement with self confidence and proficiency.

Marzano et al.’s (1988) second factor in students’ self-regulation was attitude.
Monitoring of one’s own attitude in respect to a learning task or situation was a
metacognitive skill that, they found, could be taught and learned. Thus, believing one
could perform a difficult task beyond one’s skill level and then putting forth the effort to
attempt and, possibly, accomplish it were within the student’s purview. Marzano et al.
explained that “Before students can become aware of their attitudes and control them as a
part of a general metacognitive strategy, teachers can guide them toward two
understandings: that attitudes affect behavior and that people have some control over

their attitudes” (pp. 11-12).

The third criterion in Marzano et al.”s (1988) description of metacognitive self-
regulation was attention. They suggested that students needed opportunities to practice
the various attention levels required in specific learning situations, some necessitating
more focus on details and facts than others. This attention practice would require

additional time for instruction and for appropriate classroom feedback. Marzano et al.,
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however, pointed out that some researchers countered with the argument that the use of
classroom time to assist students in metacognitive monitoring in the areas of
commitment, attitudes, and attention took away from the necessary time required to teach
content. They advised, instead, that teachers foster their students’ metacognitive skills as
needed on a daily basis. Using this pragmatic approach, the teacher would model
successful metacognitive learning strategies to encourage students to reflect upon
activities and consequences and challenges or problems as the need arose.

Marzano et al. (1988), in addition, discussed the second predominant aspect of
metacognition: process control, which requires the integration of declarative, procedural,
and conditional knowledge. In other words, students who think metacognitively, while
engaged in various processes, have learned to collect the necessary facts (what), to
strategize them (how), and to apply a specific problem-solving methodology (why and
when). Marzano et al. asserted, moreover, that “Ideally, teachers should be able to
identify these components for the tasks presented to students and to systematically teach
and reinforce them” (p. 14).

The educational implications of investigations on metacognition, such as those
discussed above, led Anderson et al. (2001) to include the concept of metacognition in
their revision of Bloom’s (1956) knowledge taxonomy. Table 1 summarizes Anderson et
al.’s Four Dimensions of Knowledge. Thus, in the 21* Century, Anderson et al. have
provided teachers and researchers with an expanded framework for pedagogical studies
and practices which incorporate students’ and teachers’ awareness of their own thinking
processes. Anderson et al., citing Brunsford, Brown, and Cocking (1999), clarified that

these research discoveries have provided the understanding to initiate the transformation
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of classroom practices and learning. They explained that
One of the hallmarks of theory and research on learning since the publication of
the original Handbook [Bloom, 1956] is the emphasis on making students more
aware of and responsible for their own knowledge and thought . . . . researchers

generally agree that with development students will become more aware of their
own thinking . . . and as they act on this awareness they will tend to learn better.

(p. 55)

The next section will examine the Vygotskian theoretical model, one which
underscores the importance of metacognition on learning and development. This
theoretical model was inspired by Vygotsky, whom Braten (1991a, 1991b, 1992), hailed
as the “precursor to metacognitive theory.” In his review of the literature on the subject
of metacognition, Braten (1992) concluded that “there are strong indications that dyadic
interaction, structured by adults, provides the social guidance that awakens and arouses to
life budding metacognitive processes” (p. 12).

Lev Vygotsky and Metacognition

Vygotsky, a Russian educational psychologist, lived from 1896 to 1934. He,
along with a cadre of students and collaborators, established the foundation for studies
which explored how social interaction affected the acquisition of knowledge and
cognitive development. Indeed, Vygotsky’s theory planted seeds that have continued to
be sown in the 21% Century. Gindis (1995) suggested that Vygotsky’s theoretical
framework integrated all domains of present-day, educational psychology.

Vygotsky (1986) formulated his groundbreaking theoretical framework after
analyzing and critiquing, what he considered to be, the three foremost theories on the
relationship between learning and development. The first theory, representative of
Piaget (1952), stated that a child’s development and learning were processes independent

of one another. The second theory, which James (1904) espoused, viewed learning and
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The Four Dimensions of Knowledge
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Dimension of Knowledge

Description

Factual knowledge

Conceptual knowledge

Procedural knowledge

Metacognitive knowledge

This is knowledge of the basics needed to know
about a discipline, such as terminology, details, and
elements; or to solve problems in it.

This is knowledge of the interrelationships of
elements within a larger framework, which help
them operate together, such as classifications and
categories; principles and generalizations; and
theories, models, and structures.

This is knowledge of the process, methods, and
criteria used to complete various tasks, such as
skills, algorithms, techniques, and methods.

This is knowledge of general cognitive awareness
and awareness of one’s own thinking, such as
awareness of general thinking, learning, and
problem-solving strategies; awareness of tasks,
contexts, and conditions; and self-awareness of
one’s own knowledge, capabilities, interests, goals,
and attitudes and of the cognitive tools required for

specific tasks.

Note. Adapted from Anderson et al.,

2001.
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development as synonymous, and the third theory, which Koffka (1934) advocated,
sought to combine the first and second theories. Vygotsky’s findings led him to reject all
three theories and to develop his own. This theory focused on two factors: first, the
general relationship between development and learning and, second, the relationship
between development and learning at school age. In Mind in Society, Vygotsky (1978)
described these operants:

Any learning a child encounters in school always has a previous history. . . .

learning as it occurs in the preschool years differs markedly from school learning,

which is concerned with the assimilation of the fundamentals of scientific

knowledge. (p. 84)

Although French scholars, as Blunden (2005) discovered, communicated with
Vygotsky during the 1930s, Piaget, his contemporary, was not one of them. In fact,
Piaget did not discover Vygotsky’s Thought and Language until 25 years after its
publication. In 1962, Piaget previewed and commented upon two chapters in Thought
and Language: Chapter 2, “Piaget’s Theory of the Child’s Speech and Thought” and
Chapter 6, “The Development of Scientific Concepts in Childhood: The Design of a
Working Hypothesis™:

Although my friend A. Luria [Vygotsky’s collaborator] kept me up to date

concerning Vygotsky’s sympathetic and yet critical position with respect to my

work, | was never able to read his writings or to meet him in person, and in
reading his book today, I regret this profoundly, for we could have come to an

understanding on a number of points. (Piaget, 1962, p. 1)

Nevertheless, the fundamental points, which appeared to polarize Piaget’s and
Vygotsky’s theories, were their views on learning and development. Simply stated, while

Piaget asserted that learning followed development, Vygotsky (1986) insisted that

development followed learning.
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Piaget (1962), for example, elaborated upon two problems which Vygotsky’s
work posed. The first was the relationship between spontaneous and scientific concepts,
which Piaget argued was more complex than Vygotsky presumed. He explained that, in
his view, instruction could accelerate or impede a child’s development, depending upon
how well the child was able to assimilate scientific and spontaneous concepts. As a
result, Piaget concluded that the development of new concepts at school was not
necessarily the result of an adult’s mediation.

The second problem, which Piaget (1962) found in reviewing Thought and
Language, was Vygotsky’s ambiguity in characterizing the relationship between
scientific and spontaneous concepts. He explained that in Vygotsky’s system the
concepts started at different points and eventually met. Piaget agreed with this
viewpoint, presupposing that Vygotsky meant that the “sociogenesis” of scientific ideas
and the “psychogenesis” of spontaneous ideas merged at a specific point (pp. 8-9). It
would appear, therefore, that Piaget and VVygotsky shared the belief that spontaneous and
scientific concepts were interrelated. Vygotsky, furthermore, identified the experiences
which stimulated the development of each group of concepts. Kozulin (1986) explained
that VVygotsky defined scientific concepts as those imposed upon the student through
focused instruction; he defined spontaneous concepts as those which resulted from a
child’s reflections on his or her own daily experiences.

Hence, instruction for Vygotsky was paramount in influencing the development
of scientific concepts. Furthermore, the results of the research of Vygotsky (1986) and
his collaborators led them to conclude that the cognitive requirements for the various

school subjects were, for the most part, the same. They found, in addition, that the
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psychological functions required in the study of each discipline were interdependent
because all subject areas stressed the student’s conscious mastery of specific content.
Vygotsky explained “. . . all the basic school subjects act as formal discipline, each
facilitating the learning of the others; the psychological functions stimulated by them
develop in one complex process” (p. 186).

Vygotsky, moreover, argued that before instruction began it was necessary to
determine each child’s cognitive development level. This was accomplished by
determining his or her zone of proximal development (ZPD) and then planning an
interactive program of instruction. The next section will elaborate on Vygotsky’s ZPD
theory and its applications as they have evolved since the 1930s.

Lev Vygotsky and the Zone of Proximal Development

Vygotsky (1978) described his ZPD theory using a budding flower metaphor.
He explained that

The zone of proximal development defines those functions that will mature

tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state. These functions could be

termed the “buds” or “flowers” of development rather than the “fruits” of
development. The actual developmental level characterizes mental development
retrospectively, while the zone of proximal development characterizes mental

development prospectively. (pp. 86-87)

Wertsch (1985) explained that VVygotsky’s reason for introducing the zone of proximal
development was to confront two problems: how children’s intelligence was assessed and
how pedagogical practices were evaluated. Vygotsky, as Wertsch pointed out, was
critical of the way standardized tests concentrated on assessing students’ achievement

while failing to predict their future growth. This potential for future growth, furthermore,

needed to be analyzed independently because it and the existing level could vary.
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Gindis (1995) stated VVygotsky’s position in respect to the traditional, one-
dimensional approach to testing:

In the early 1930s, Vygotsky was, perhaps, unique in opposing the concept of

IQ/Mental Age and suggesting the alternative approach which is now called

“dynamic” or “interactive” assessment. He continuously insisted that human

cognition is embedded in culture and passionately argued that focusing of “pure

informational processing” is a dead-end approach in the study of uniquely human

cognition. (pp. 99-100)

Various models of dynamic assessment (Budoff, 1987; Campione and Brown, 1987;
Feuerstein, 1979; Hamers, Sijtsma and Ruijssenaars, 1993; Lidz, 1987) have evolved
from this VVygotskian stance on human cognitive development. These models share three
major characteristics. First, the assessment is interactive, with the examiner functioning
as a tool of assessment. Second, the assessment focuses on the processes of learning,
which are often metacognitive processes. Lidz (1995) explained that “the interaction
between examiner and learner reveals how the student engages in the problem-solving
process, and promotes inferences about mental processing involved in task engagement”
(p. 144). This interaction leads to the third major characteristic of dynamic assessment:
the information which emerges is used to formulate teaching strategies. Based on the
responses of the student, the examiner selects the appropriate instructional method or
methods, which will best serve the individual needs of the learner.

In contrast to the one-sided, traditional instruction, which Freire (2003) called
“banking education” (p. 83), the Vygotskian model focused on the needs and potential of
the learner. This latter model came to be known as scaffolding, upon which Bruner
(1997) elaborated, relating it directly to the ZPD. Davydov (1990), in addition, attributed

the types of successful, instructional outcomes, which scaffolding promotes, to good

teaching. Hedegaard and Chaiklin (1990) reported that



32

... following Vygotsky, Davydov argues that teaching plays an essential role in
the mental development of the child. That is, not only should formal instruction
contribute to the acquisition of special abilities and knowledge but it should also
contribute to children’s general mental development. Good teaching develops a
capacity for relating to problems in a theoretical way, and to reflect on one’s
thinking. (p. 153)

As Kozulin (1995) noted, however, Davydov criticized Vygotsky for not making
a clear enough distinction between scientific and spontaneous concepts. Davydov, to this
end, argued that scientific and spontaneous concepts differed in content because scientific
concepts were abstract, and spontaneous concepts were experiential.

Wertsch (1985), in accord, critiqued Vygotsky’s work, finding three problems
with the zone of proximal development. The first problem was the ambiguity in
Vygotsky’s perception of the relationship between development and instruction. Wertsch
sought clarity in Vygotsky’s assertion “that development cannot be reduced to learning in
instruction” (Wertsch, p. 73) because Vygotsky argued that intrapsychological
functioning emerged from interpsychological functioning.

The second problem that Wertsch (1985) found with the ZPD was that VVygotsky
did not include the period of infancy in his study. Wertsch conceded, however, that
knowledge of early ontogenesis was limited at the time Vygotsky was researching and