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Abstract
This protocol article describes the project Functional Writing in the Primary Years, which received 
funding in late 2018 and was started in August 2019. The Functional Writing in Primary School 
(FUS) project aims to increase the quality of teaching and learning writing in the first years of 
schooling. A large-scale, mixed-methods study, the FUS project investigates the effects of an early 
start with functional writing, focusing on young students’ development as writers and their ability 
to use writing as a tool for learning and communication. The project also investigates teachers’ wri-
ting instruction and professional development. The protocol describes the project’s rationale and 
major methodological aspects and culminates in a concluding discussion about possible caveats. 
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Background and Study Aims

Across the globe, there is evidence that at the age 2, children can already distinguish 
between writing and drawing, irrespective, it seems, of writing systems (Treiman, 
2017). Many children bring their fascination for print to the first grade. As Boscolo 
and Gelati (2013) note, however, while students are motivated to write when they 
start school, “unfortunately […] the will to write […] decreases and even disappears, 
and the child’s discovery of writing as a way of expressing and communicating is 
often a promise that subsequent writing instruction does not live up to” (p. 285). 

1 This article was completed after the project was initiated.
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The Functional Writing in Primary School (FUS) project aims to increase the 
quality of teaching and learning writing in the first years of schooling. A large-scale, 
mixed-methods study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), the FUS project investigates 
the effects of an early start with “functional writing” (i.e., writing instruction), high-
lighting the (communicative) functions of writing. Thus, the FUS project focuses 
on young students’ ability to use writing as a tool for learning and communication 
and their development as writers. The project will also investigate teachers’ writing 
instruction and professional development. This protocol article, which builds on a 
project application, was finalized shortly after the project’s start and describes the 
FUS project.2

According to the functional approach to writing, to write is to act purposefully. 
These actions include, but are not limited to, learning activities, memorization and 
communication. From a functional perspective, writing is thus first and foremost a 
tool for interaction with oneself and others for varying purposes (Berge et al., 2016; 
Gee, 2004; Graham, 2018; Ivanič, 2004; Rose, 2016; Russell, 1997; Scribner & Cole, 
1978). A proficient writer—one who can achieve the goals of writing—will produce 
discourse that can be part of a meaningful interaction with a reader, either somebody 
else or the writer herself (in a near or distant future). Research on emergent literacy 
indicates that the development of writing proficiency is contingent upon the devel-
opment of three aspects: the “procedural knowledge” of how to produce text, for 
example, letter writing and spelling; “generative knowledge,” or the ability to produce 
coherent phrases and sentences; and “conceptual knowledge,” an understanding of 
the functions of writing, for example, that text carries meaning (Puranik & Lonigan, 
2014). A plethora of writing instruction studies has shown that the self-regulated 
strategy development (SRSD) methodology, which focuses precisely on the pur-
pose of writing and the development of strategies for achieving that purposes, has 
proven to be highly effective across grades and ability levels (Graham & Harris, 2017;  
Harris & Graham, 2017). Further, previous Norwegian research with experiment-like 
design, has shown that writing instruction highlighting the functions of writing, in 
terms of writing quality, is effective, especially for students in lower grades (Berge 
et al., 2019). 

Recent Norwegian policy initiatives have stressed the need for early literacy devel-
opment and have proposed a new bill to emphasize both the need for and obligation 
to offer adapted literacy education to all students in grades 1–4 (St. meld. nr. 21 
[2016–2017]). These policy initiatives are supported by studies that have concluded 
that having opportunities to write is important for students’ literacy development 
(National Early Literacy Panel, 2008), and research from the United States, the 
United Kingdom and New Zealand has stressed the importance of writing early in 
primary school (Cutler & Graham, 2008; Dyson, 1993; Fisher & Twist, 2010; Parr & 
Jesson, 2016). Systematic research reviews of best practices have shown that young 

2 The project received funding in late 2018 and was started in August 2019.
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learners benefit most from instruction that combines learning alphabetic codes with 
authentic writing for a variety of purposes in ways that are meaningful for the stu-
dents (Hall, 2013). In other words, the available research provides strong support for 
writing instruction that builds on the notion of functional writing. However, Norwe-
gian and international investigations have indicated that writing is almost nonexistent 
in preschool (Gerde et al., 2012) and only receives a small amount of time and devel-
opment in the primary grades (Connor et al., 2013; Håland et al., 2019; Morrow 
et al., 2011; Roth & Guinee, 2011).

Although writing has been defined as a key competence in the national Norwegian 
curriculum for one and a half decades, there have been few large-scale Norwegian 
studies exploring writing instruction and assessing the effect of implementing writ-
ing instruction programs. The tendency, which seems present in the other Nordic 
countries as well, seems to have been for researchers to engage in ethnographically 
inspired explorations of writing instruction with small samples or to conduct quanti-
tative studies using larger samples but focusing on technical aspects (Hagtvet et al., 
2019; Skar & Tengberg, 2014). Consequently, there is a need for knowledge con-
cerning how teachers learn and use tools to promote functional writing. There is 
also a need for knowledge concerning classroom practices where functional writing 
is promoted and, lastly, for knowledge of whether such a focus can be deemed more 
effective than the established practices (or, as it were, business as usual). Such knowl-
edge is important for preparing schools and teaching students, as stakeholders’ hold 
high demands regarding the quality of learning processes. Unfortunately, there is 
currently a lack of knowledge concerning these areas. To meet these challenges and to 
provide the sector and teacher education with relevant knowledge, the FUS project’s 
primary objective is to investigate the consequences of an early start with functional 
writing on young students’ writing proficiency (see Skar et al., 2020 for construct 
definitions), teachers’ professional learning, and learning activities.

The lack of research and the need for knowledge about functional writing in the 
early grades call for investigations that can produce evidence-based knowledge on the 
effects of focusing on functional writing using a set of classroom activities—including  
play and formal instruction—and on formative writing assessments (Kvithyld & 
Aasen, 2011). In turn, this requires intervening in schools using a randomized con-
trol trial design to introduce teachers to tools for teaching functional writing from the 
start of year 1. Thus, the FUS project’s first secondary objective is to investigate the 
effects that a writing instruction intervention, focusing on functional writing, has on 
students’ writing proficiency.

Based on the previous research, we anticipate that this intervention will promote 
writing proficiency. Still, it is also anticipated that children will follow different trajecto-
ries in their development as writers. The FUS project will examine the diversity in chil-
dren’s paths to writing proficiency through observations of writing activities, responses 
to writing instruction, and analyses of written texts. Consequently, the second second-
ary objective will be to describe and explain students’ development as writers.



G. B. U. Skar, A. J. Aasen & L. Jølle

204

Generally, there is a current focus on teachers’ lifelong learning (cf. Parr et al., 2007). 
To gain in-depth insight into the mechanisms behind the results of the intervention, 
it is necessary to investigate how and what teachers learn during the project. While the 
project can be characterized as a professional development (PD) project, given that 
it entails “purposeful, to some extent face-to-face, formalized and organized learning 
and/or training opportunity for in-service teachers” (Kalinowski et al., 2019, p. 2), it 
is of great interest to also investigate teachers’ professional development. Such investiga-
tions will enable analyses of the relationships between the systematic and unsystematic 
variations in teacher development and the results of the intervention. A similar prop-
osition may be put forward regarding instructional practices. Any local adaptation of 
resources will entail a variation in instructional practices, which is relevant to the inter-
pretation and use of the intervention’s results. In sum, knowledge about professional 
development processes and altered instructional practices are required to facilitate 
an in-depth understanding of the mechanisms behind the results of the intervention. 
Thus, the third secondary objective is to describe and explain teachers’ professional 
development and writing instruction practices during the project.

The Intervention

The intervention consists of a professional development program and peer activity 
sessions for the participating teachers, following steps that will be repeated through-
out the project (Desimone & Garet, 2015; Desimone & Pak, 2017). There will be ten 
“project weeks” for each semester of the program, which will run for two years (i.e., 
40 project weeks). The program consists of three types of activities:

•	 Instructional activities (IA) (including assessment): teachers performing instru-
ctional activities in the classroom. The IAs are designed as instructions directed 
to the teacher, who needs to interpret them and operationalize them. The amo-
unt of specification varies, but teachers are given detailed instructions about 
major steps (e.g. what to do before, during, and after students write) and the 
IAs are detailed on the Network Sessions (see below). An example of an IA is 
“Make Your Own Superhero”. Teachers are instructed to let students use mate-
rial to create a physical representation of a superhero (SH) and to write a back 
story about the SH, before both the SH and the backstory are displayed at a 
vernissage for parents. The IAs contain descriptions of each of the steps, but 
the teacher is encouraged to make adaptations as they see fit with regards to the 
needs of the student group. The instructional activities are modeled on a prior 
project conducted by the Norwegian Centre for Writing Education and Writing 
Research. They include several aspects of what has proven to be good writing 
instruction practice, for instance: writing frequently, creating a supportive class-
room, exploring the purpose of writing, and modeling and teaching strategies 
for achieving that purpose as well as teaching more foundational skills (Graham 
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& Harris, 2017, 2018). The program also includes a component in which stu-
dents learn letters at a “fast pace” (>1 letter per week), which has proven to be 
effective (Sunde et al., 2019). 

•	 Teachers’ learning activities (TLA): teachers engaging in activities aimed at te-
acher development/learning. TLAs include but are not limited to reading mate-
rial, listening to podcasts, writing reflective notes, etc. Teachers will also use a 
newly developed assessment tool that highlights eight aspects of writing quality 
(Skar et al., 2020), which is presumed to broaden their understandings and give 
nuance to the text quality in texts written by young children.

•	 Network sessions (NS): meetings with facilitators from the project or other pro-
ject schools to share experiences, etc. An important feature of the NS will be the 
opportunity to practice new teaching material and get feedback. In particular,  
feedback has proven to be vital in teachers’ professional development (Allen 
et al., 2011; Kalinowski et al., 2019).

It is anticipated that this program promoting the functional aspects of writing will 
break with business as usual in two ways. First, we anticipate that teachers, on aver-
age, will spend more time on writing instruction in the intervention group than 
in the control group. Studies of Norwegian teachers’ writing instruction practices 
indicate that as much as 19 % of the teachers do not teach writing at all in the first 
semester of the first grade (Håland et al., 2019), and that on average, teachers engage 
in writing instruction for 20 minutes per day in grades 1–3 (Graham et al., 2020). 
Second, we anticipate that the FUS program will be a contrast to the time-honored 
activities of dictation and other activities focusing exclusively on the mechanical 
aspects of writing, which teachers in grade 1 report engaging in frequently (Graham 
et al., 2020). 

Practically, the program is distributed in electronic booklets and is available in 
phone, tablet, and desktop formats. Teachers at each school will conduct the learning 
activities in their classes and engage in peer observations of one another. To increase 
the fidelity, a member of the research team will also visit all teachers once per year, 
and there is a project “hotline” and an e-forum for teachers to use in case of ques-
tions, comments or discussion. All participating teachers are surveyed each week 
regarding completion of the current week’s activities. 

Research Questions

The objectives stated above will be met by implementing the intervention and by 
answering the following research questions: 

1)	 What are the effects of participating in the project on students’ writing proficiency? 
2a)	What characterizes students’ writing competencies and writing development 

throughout the project? 
2b)	What characterizes students’ development as writers throughout the project? 
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3a)	What characterizes teachers’ professional development throughout the project? 
3b)	What characterizes the instructional practices during the project?

Methodology

Study Design: Intervention through RCT 
The intervention started the first day of the first grade (autumn 2019) and will run 
for two academic years. Two groups are participating in the project: one treatment 
group and one control group. After the intervention program is completed in the 
intervention group, the control group will take part in the treatment. To test the 
sustainability of a potential intervention effect, students in the intervention group 
will participate in data collection at the end of school year three. Because the control 
group will have been exposed to the treatment by then, a sustainability baseline test 
of students’ writing proficiency was conducted prior to the intervention start. This 
test was conducted by students in the first to third grades at participating schools. 
Given the nature of that data, the baseline sustainability test will also be usable as ref-
erence data, since it will allow the project to estimate the expected writing proficiency 
of students unaffected by participation either in the intervention or in the control 
group. The timeline and various steps are also depicted in Figure 1. 

Figure 1.  Timeline of the FUS project. 

The intervention is running as a randomized controlled trial (RCT) study (Pontop-
pidan et al., 2018) including 58 schools. Originally, 60 schools opted for participa-
tion, but two left the project a few weeks after the startup. The RCT takes place in 
three large and small regions in Norway (of which two are municipalities). These 
three regions provide enough variation (e.g., socioeconomic variation, rural/urban 
schools) for the results to be generalizable to Norway. The number of schools in 
these regions is higher than the sample required to conduct the RCT. Therefore, 
the school owners, in collaboration with the project team, decided which schools 
were to be recruited.
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The design resulted in an implementation randomized at the school level within 
each region. Further, the two municipalities were divided into four groups: one with 
large schools and one with small schools in each municipality. The stratification 
resulted in five blocks: region 1 with 2 clusters, region 2 with 1 cluster, and region 3 
with 2 clusters. Consequently, each school within each cluster was randomized into 
either the intervention or the control group, and each region consists of an equal 
number of intervention and control schools.

Because the project has already started, we choose to present data that reflect the 
schools currently participating in the project, rather than the data available at the time 
of the randomization. According to publicly available data, the average group size 
within each cluster was the following for the academic years 2016–2018: Cluster 1  
had an average of 49.4 students (SD = 11.1), Cluster 2 had 83.9 students (SD = 
14.8), Cluster 3 had 43.3 students (SD = 12.9), Cluster 4 had 34.2 students (SD 
= 10.4), and Cluster 5 had 69 students (SD = 12.7). As can be seen in Table 1, the 
average school size after the randomization into control schools and interventions 
schools, respectively, was quite similar within the clusters. 

The stratification method was used at the expense of another method basing the 
strata on the scores on the national reading test for reading in the 5th grade (which is 
the only publicly available data on school performance). Using any one criterion (size 
or national test score) risked producing strata that were either very different in size or 
in scores. As it turned out, the differences in the average national reading test scores 
were not very dissimilar between the intervention and control groups within each 
cluster. An exception to this is for cluster 2, in which the intervention schools, on 
average, outperformed the control schools on the test. The overall and nonsignificant 
(U = 392.5, p = .84) difference was 0.3 points. The details are presented in Table 1. 

Table 1.  Average School Size (first grade) and average score on the national reading test. 

Cluster Size of Grade 1 NP Scores

Mean SD U (p) Mean SD U (p)

#1 (n = 15) Control 51.9 12.8 53.3 3.9

Intervention 47.2 9.9 19.0 (.37) 51.8 3.6 18.0 (.28)

#2 (n = 13) Control 84.5 17.7 52.6 2.8

Intervention 83.4 13.3 19 (.84) 55.2 3.5 4 (.01)

#3 (n = 10) Control 41.9 10.8 50.4 7.2

Intervention 44.7 15.9 10.0 (.69) 48.6 0.5 3.5 (.06)

#4 (n = 10) Control 34.4 11.2 49.8 1.6

Intervention 34.0 10.8 11.5 (.91) 49.6 2.0 8.0 (.73)

#5 (n = 10) Control 68.9 14.5 50.0 2.0

Intervention 69.0 12.7 11,0 (.91) 51.4 1.5 6.0 (.26)

Average Control (n = 28) 55,8 22,6 51.5 2.9

Intervention (n = 30) 57.8 21.4 391 (.652) 51.8 3.5 392.5 (.84)

Note. U (p): Mann–Whitney U tests with probability in parenthesis. All tests, df = 1. NP Score: Average result on national 
test in reading for fall 2015, fall 2016, fall 2017, and fall 2018. Source: https://www.udir.no/tall-og-forskning/statistikk/statis-
tikk-grunnskole/nasjonale-prover-5.-trinn/. 
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A preliminary estimate using the PowerUp software (Dong & Maynard, 2013) indicates 
that we will have enough power to get at least a minimum detectable effect (MDE) of 
25.1% of the standard deviation. The computation was based on the following values: 
a harmonic mean of 16 students per class, a harmonic mean of 2.97 classes per school, 
and a harmonic mean of 11.29 schools per cluster, with a proportion of variance of 
.15 among Level 2 and Level 3 units, respectively. Further, the proportion of Level 3 
units randomized to treatment was set to 55%. A previous meta-analysis of writing 
programs for elementary school (Graham et al., 2012) found that the treatment effect 
of previous writing interventions normally exceeds our estimated MDE, suggesting 
that our sample size is large enough to detect effects of relevant magnitudes. 

Participants: recruitment and sample size
The respective regions’ school owners are official and paid collaborators in the proj-
ect and have been important assets in the participating schools’ recruitment. To 
recruit schools, the project team met with all the headmasters in the three regions 
to inform them about the project. The headmasters later reported their interest to 
school owners or were contacted by school owners with an inquiry to participate. The 
sampling procedure was thus characterized by self-selection. Sixty schools agreed to 
participate but, as noted, two decided to drop out due to major staff changes. 

Several groups of participants are involved in the project. The subchapter describes 
the three main groups: students participating in the sustainability baseline test and 
students and teachers participating in the project. Other groups consisting of sub-
samples of students and teachers participating in studies and answering research 
questions 2–3 are described later in the article. 

Participants in the sustainability baseline test
The sustainability test (see chapter 5.1) was administrated by teachers at the partic-
ipating schools. Of the 6,604 students who participated in the sustainability baseline 
test, 2,305 were from the first grade, 2,139 were from the second grade, and 2,160 
were from the third grade. The exact number of students included in the study, how-
ever, may change since there may be blank responses. 

Participants in the project
Based on public data on group size accessed through Grunnskolens informasjonssystem 
[The Information System for Compulsory School; www.gsi.no], the average group size in 
the participating schools has been M = 56.8 (S.D. = 21.8) students in the last three years, 
equaling an estimated sample of 3,296 students. Given an average of three groups per 
55 students, the estimated number of participating teachers will be approximately 175. 

Ethics
The proposed project will be carried out according to the detailed ethical standards 
of the British Association of Applied Linguistics (BAAL, 2006) and the guidelines 
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outlined by the Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees (2016). The proj-
ect has been approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). All stu-
dent participation will be based on written, informed consent from relevant parents 
or guardians, and all available data will be digitized only after anonymization and the 
removal of indexical information that may lead to participant identification. Parents 
or guardians of students that will be observed by video recordings will sign a specific 
consent form detailing the video observations. 

Premeasures and Outcome Measures

Answering RQ1
One of the main evaluations of the project will be to gauge the effect of the interven-
tion on students’ writing proficiency. All students participating in the main project 
will take part in four writing tests, each containing at least three tasks: 

•	 one copy task measuring students’ ability to copy text under time constraints;
•	 two writing tasks prompting students to write about a certain topic (e.g., favorite 

subject in school).

The first test (i.e. with the three tasks described above) will serve as the baseline test, 
and test 2–4 will be used to gauge the effect at different time points (please refer to 
Figure 1).3 All tests will be administrated by the students’ teachers, a decision based 
on two factors. First the project lacks the resources to concurrently administrate writ-
ing tests across all sites. Second, and at least as important, the students’ own teacher 
will necessarily offer more psychological safety than external test administrators. The 
project has, however, recorded video instructions that details the procedures for the 
test for the teacher to play back to the students. The teachers have been instructed to 
show the video instructions or to use them as models for their own administration. 

The copy task yields information about students’ “writing fluency,” as it were, and 
the hypothesis, based on previous studies, is that fluency is positively associated with 
writing quality, presumably because greater fluency will free cognitive capacity for 
processing and producing content (Graham et al., 1997). The writing tasks will yield 
information about text quality, more specifically about text quality seen through the 
lens of eight assessment scales capturing quality aspects such as audience aware-
ness, organization, vocabulary, spelling, and letter formation. It is anticipated that 
the hypothesized increased focus on writing and the activities in the FUS project 
will lead to higher fluency as well as greater text quality for students in the interven-
tion schools. To get further insights into whether time spent on writing instruction 
increases as a result of participation in the FUS project, teachers in both conditions 

3 The students participating in the sustainability baseline test performed one copy task and one 
writing task.
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are surveyed digitally once a week with questions regarding how much time they 
spend on teaching transcription skills and on discursive skills, respectively. 

To measure text quality, a new assessment tool (Skar et  al., 2020), which in a 
validating phase produced reliability well over .85, was developed. All texts will be 
rated on eight rating scales (Audience Awareness, Vocabulary, Organization of Con-
tent, Language Use, Punctuation, Spelling, Handwriting, and Relevance), and all 
assessments will be processed using contemporary statistical techniques in writing 
assessment (i.e., many-facet Rasch measurement; Skar, 2017). The texts will be rated 
by a panel of trained raters led by the project’s principal investigator. All texts will be 
masked, so that the raters are unaware of the condition assignment.

To gauge the project’s effect, multilevel modeling (Snijders & Bosker, 2012) will 
be used. Granted that all students participate in all writing tests, each test will yield 
some 6,400 texts and 3,200 copy tasks, in total 25,600 texts and 12,800 copy tasks. 

Answering RQ2a, RQ2b
To answer RQ2a, the FUS project will reuse the texts collected through the writing 
tests. The research group will analyze a representative sample of texts from both 
conditions to investigate what characterizes writing development in the project vs. 
the control schools. The team will develop an analytical model based on established 
text-linguistic, linguistic, and discourse analytic methods. Depending on recourses 
between 10–20 % of the texts will be analyzed. The texts will be sampled to represent 
all ability levels, as measured in the writing tests. 

To answer RQ2b, the project will build on a long tradition of ethnographic liter-
acy research (e.g., Dyson, 1989, 1993; Fast, 2007; Heath, Street, & Mills, 2008) by 
observing and interviewing a relatively small sample of students: two or three in half 
the intervention schools (i.e., n = 30–45), two periods per semester. The observations 
will focus on student actions (e.g., what they write, how they write, with whom they 
write, and if they talk about writing), while the interviews, using the observations 
and texts as stimulus material, will focus on the learners’ reflections on their writ-
ing actions. The research group will develop an observation protocol for this work 
package. The researchers will, for example, ask the students to describe and reflect 
on observed actions in their own words. With regards to the structure of the inter-
views, the researchers will pilot both individual and focus group modes and choose 
the option that provides most information while also preserving psychological safety. 

Answering RQ3a, RQ3b
Teachers’ professional development will be investigated using a range of data collec-
tion methods to ensure triangulation and nuanced understandings. All teachers in the 
project (including those in the control group) will participate in a teacher survey also 
carried out on a national representative sample of teachers in grades 1–3 in Norway 
(Graham et al., 2020). The survey contains items concerning the type of writing taught 
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and the kinds of classroom activities used, as well as items about teachers’ beliefs and 
self-efficacy. The survey will fulfill multiple purposes: first, it will enable the compar-
ison of teachers in the project schools (both intervention and control) to a national 
representative sample of teachers at the start of the project; second, it will enable the 
comparison of teachers in the intervention and control groups at the start of the proj-
ect; and, third, it will enable the tracking of any changes within and between the inter-
vention and control groups at the ends of Stages 1 and 2 (cf. Figure 1).

Teachers’ professional development will also be investigated using observations and 
interviews. Depending on the local conditions, such as the number of classes, one or 
two teachers at each participating school (i.e., n = 29–58) will be observed and inter-
viewed on at least one occasion per semester (i.e., k observations and interviews = 
120–240). Observations will be made using previously developed observation pro-
tocols for writing instruction that fit the activities in the FUS program (Henk et al., 
2003). This protocol will let the researcher observe the mode of instruction (e.g., 
lectures, play, workshops, writing), instructional focus (e.g., formal or functional 
aspects of writing or content aspects), and teacher–student interaction. Researchers 
will observe writing instruction by being present, and also video record lessons. Fur-
thermore, a subgroup of teachers (n = 5) will be followed more closely (i.e. observed 
more frequently).

The project will also collect a teaching diary focusing on classroom activities, using 
categories from the observation protocol. All participating teachers (i.e., both in the 
intervention and control schools) will fill out the teaching diary, which will then 
be used to analyze which activities are occurring in both conditions and which are 
strongly associated with either one of the conditions. The teachers will be asked to 
focus on the most recent three weeks of instruction. The diary will be collected via 
the Internet one time per semester. 
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Some Challenges When Conducting Writing Interventions in Schools

Changing classroom practices is the key to raising students’ writing proficiency, and it 
requires teachers to engage students in new classroom activities (e.g., formal instruc-
tion, games, role-plays, etc.) and to use assessment tools for formative purposes. Pre-
vious writing instruction intervention studies have revealed several highly effective 
components. Seminal reviews by Graham and Perin (2007), Graham et al. (2012), and  
Hillocks (1986) have shown that certain strategies and feedback practices can be 
highly effective, with effect sizes ranging from d = 1.17 (strategy instruction; Graham 
et al., 2012) to d = 0.80 (feedback from adults; Graham et al., 2012). However, some 
of these effect studies can be characterized by a small sample of students and a short 
duration and did not always include teachers. In a worst-case scenario, this can be 
problematic. First, research has shown that the sustainable, positive development of 
writing proficiency is associated with long-term intervention and with having teachers 
as the primary facilitators (Hall, 2013). Second, there is always a risk of low ecological 
validity when implementing a program under experiment-like conditions. 

There are also several examples of writing interventions and professional learn-
ing programs that involve teachers and have long durations, like the FUS project. 
One such example is the NORM project, which included a two-year intervention 
and reported significant effect sizes (Berge et al., 2019). The project shared features 
with what has been documented to be the best practices within professional learn-
ing: content focus, active participation, coherence, duration, and collective partici-
pation (Desimone, 2009; Desimone & Garet, 2015). The NORM project evaluated 
the intervention through measures of student writing but did not, however, include 
a strong methodology for evaluating teachers’ professional learning or the fidelity of 
the intervention. The latter is also important when designing programs such as this 
(cf. Desimone, 2002), as such problems can increase the risk of low internal validity. 

Norwegian schools are diverse, and there is a long tradition of placing a vast amount 
of trust in teachers’ and schools’ capabilities for using steering documents to develop 
meaningful and beneficial instruction. The external validity of any intervention pro-
gram—including the FUS project—in the Norwegian context is contingent upon 
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letting teachers interpret and use externally developed tools. We anticipate that even 
with facilitation from researchers, some differences in how the resources are inter-
preted and implemented are inevitable; these differences are a necessary part of teach-
ers adapting resources for local needs. Other differences may stem from idiosyncratic 
use. Studies of students’ writing proficiency indicate a large variation between classes 
and between schools (e.g., Skar, 2017). This variation will be accounted for by includ-
ing schools from different contexts to increase the generalizability of the results.
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