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Leveraging 
Writing to 
Improve 
Students' 
Reading Scores



Agenda
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● The Research
● Bringing It to Life
● Q&A
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The 
Perceived 
Reading & 
Writing Gap
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Bridging 
This Gap

Think About it Critically

Consume Information

Express One’s Point of View 
Effectively

Career, College, Civic
and Personal Readiness

READ

WRITE



Reading and Writing Skills 
Build Off Each Other
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“Writing is how we 
think our way into 
a subject and make 
it our own.”

— William Zinsser, Writing to Learn, 1993
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The act of writing helps individuals work 
through complex texts and concepts, and 
offers students the opportunity to “truly 
explore their own grasp of content 
materials at a deeper level of thinking, 
communicate that to the teacher, and 
offer a genuine sample for ascertaining 
student knowledge.”

— Diana Sisson and Betsy Sisson, Re-envisioning the 
Literacy Block, 2015

 



Instructional 
Writing 
Practices 
that Impact 
Reading 

“Writing to Read” 
by Steve Graham 
and Michael Hebert
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Have 
students 
write about 
the texts 
they read.

● Respond to a text in writing (writing personal reactions, 
analyzing and interpreting the text)

● Write summaries or notes about a text
● Answer questions about a text in writing, or create and answer 

written questions about a text

ThinkCERCA Writing Lesson
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Teach 
students the 
skills that go 
into creating 
a text.

● Teach the process of writing, text structures for writing, and 
sentence/paragraph construction (improves comprehension)

● Teach spelling and sentence construction (improves fluency)
● Teach spelling skills (improves word reading skills)

ThinkCERCA Skills Lesson
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Increase 
how much 
students 
write.

ThinkCERCA Fidelity Metrics



Writing to Read Effect Sizes with Confidence Intervals
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Writing to Read: Evidence for How Writing Can Improve Reading, Steve Graham 
and Michael Hebert, A Report from Carnegie Corporation of New York, 2010
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Argumentation and Writing Drive Growth

English Class Practice Rise in English Subtest Score Applied Using ThinkCERCA

Rewrote a paper or essay in response to comments 0.19 ✓

Discussed how culture, time, or place affects an author’s writing 0.27 ✓

Explained how writers use tools like symbolism 0.35 ✓

Improved a piece of writing through collaboration with a class or with partners 0.38 ✓

Debated the meaning of reading 0.22 ✓

Across all classes, the students wrote papers defending their point of view of ideas 5 or more 
times (compared to less than 5) 0.39 ✓

Discussed how culture, time, or place affects an author’s writing 0.19 ✓

Math Class Practice Rise in Math Subtest Score Applied Using ThinkCERCA

Discussed possible solutions to problems with other students 0.29 ✓

Used a graphing calculator to complete an assignment 0.31

Science Class Practice Rise in Science Subtest Score Applied Using ThinkCERCA

Used laboratory equipment or specimens 0.16

Wrote lab reports 0.12 ✓

Generated their own hypothesis/claim 0.18 ✓

Used evidence/data to support an argument or hypothesis 0.21 ✓

Found information from graphs and tables 0.19 ✓
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Over 2x Reading Growth
beyond expected grade-level growth on the NWEA MAP test

Years

In a third-party study of 100+ Chicago schools, researchers concluded that ThinkCERCA students in grades 7-8 
outperformed their peers nationally on the NWEA MAP test when compared to expected grade-level growth 
norms. Source: "Literacy Instruction with ThinkCERCA," 2016.

ThinkCERCA
2.5 years

0

Expected Growth
1 year

3
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A three-year longitudinal study of Fayette County Schools’ Georgia Milestones data revealed students 
who used ThinkCERCA demonstrated 2.6 times the growth of their peers who did not use 
ThinkCERCA. Source: Fayette County Schools, 2015-2018 Georgia Milestones Data, Grades 6-8

Fayette
County Schools+

2.6x More Growth Than Control Group
ThinkCERCA students achieved more than double the ELA growth 

compared to non-ThinkCERCA students in a three-year period
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Bringing These 
Practices to Life 

 



Free 
ThinkCERCA 
Licenses 
Thru
June 30th 

ThinkCERCA is here to help schools and districts 
transition to e-learning throughout the 
coronavirus outbreak.

● Shared framework for teaching 
foundational skills

● Built-in tools to support close reading
● Scaffolded writing process
● Opportunities for virtual collaboration
● Paperless grading and feedback

Sign up for complimentary licenses 
at www.thinkcerca.com/covid.

Delivering Rigorous Literacy Instruction 
Throughout the Coronavirus Outbreak
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Emphasize the process 
of writing over the product.



As teachers we can choose between (a) sentencing students to 
thoughtless mechanical operations and (b) facilitating their 
ability to think. 

 Writing is one of the most effective 
ways to develop thinking.
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— Syrene Forsman, High School Teacher 
Writing to Learn Means Learning to Think, 1985



A Shared Literacy Framework

CERCA: A lens for reading, writing, and thinking

C E R C A

Claim Evidence Reasoning Counterarguments Audience
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1. Highlighting and Annotating a Text
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2. Summarizing Practice
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2. Scaffolded Writing Support in Response to a Text-Dependent Prompt
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Interactive lessons that provide grade-level 
instruction and practice in critical literacy skills. 
Include scaffolded checks and assessments for 

measuring understanding. 

Embedded Skills
Instruction

Expert introductions to standards-aligned skills 
and concepts in a flipbook-style format that can 
be taught whole group (teacher-led) or assigned 

to individual students.

Direct 
Instruction



Any writing helps.



Online or Offline Critical Thinking Resources

A scaffolded, graphic organizer for 
guiding your students through the 

process of responding to an 
argumentative writing prompt. 

Download > 

A scaffolded, graphic organizer for 
helping your students break down an 

informational article. Download >

Analyze an Article 
Graphic Organizer

A whole-group lesson for introducing 
your students to CERCA, a 

research-based approach for reading, 
writing, and thinking. 

Assign in ThinkCERCA > 

CERCA Direct 
Instruction Lesson 

1-Paragraph Setup 
Graphic Organizer 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YaeGjJTn-5zOd_htd04RSC6ImEcZgOgU5mgOBCrpEpU/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/199JBKwiWdc3aw5L4EiaBawjxpwmPKRTOme1wC7k4gQM/edit?usp=sharing
https://go.thinkcerca.com/hubfs/Blog/Coronavirus/What%20is%20CERCA%20-%20Direct%20Instruction%20Lesson.pdf


Q&A



What tips do you have for 
giving feedback on student 

writing and monitoring 
progress?



What role do speaking and 
listening activities play in 

supporting reading and writing 
growth?



Additional Questions?



Free 
ThinkCERCA 
Licenses 
Thru
June 30th 

ThinkCERCA is here to help schools and districts 
transition to e-learning throughout the 
coronavirus outbreak.

● Shared framework for teaching 
foundational skills

● Built-in tools to support close reading
● Scaffolded writing process
● Opportunities for virtual collaboration
● Paperless grading and feedback

Sign up for complimentary licenses 
at www.thinkcerca.com/covid.

Delivering Rigorous Literacy Instruction 
Throughout the Coronavirus Outbreak
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Thank You


