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ABSTRACT 

 
Writing academic papers continues to be a struggle for college students. Many 

universities provide tutoring services for a range of academic subjects including writing. 
Currently, there are few experimental studies to support the effectiveness of two frequently used 
tutoring methods: directive and nondirective tutoring. Based on existing knowledge about the 
acquisition of written language, this study aims to determine if directive (expert-directed) 
tutoring is more effective than nondirective (student-directed) tutoring in improving students’ 
writing skills. In addition, this study sought to determine if changes in macrostructure and 
microstructure correlated to instructor assigned grades. Participants were recruited from 
undergraduate courses that included an initial paper and a revised final paper. Participants who 
chose 30-min of free tutoring were randomly assigned to one of the tutoring conditions: expert-
directed (ED) or student-directed (SD).  Participants who did not choose to receive tutoring were 
allocated to the control condition. There were 16 participants: ED group [n=7], SD group [n=7], 
and control group [n=2]. A descriptive analysis on measures of microstructure, paragraph 
structure, overall rating, and instructor assigned grades for the initial and final paper was 
conducted for 6 participants: ED group [n=2], SD group [n=2], and control group [n=2]. On 
measures of microstructure, the ED group decreased the average number of errors, the SD group 
maintained the same number of errors, and the control group increased the number of errors. 
Both the ED and SD tutoring groups decreased the average number of internal paragraph 
structure errors, while the control group maintained the same number of errors.  All three groups 
received an increase in average overall rating; however, the control group received the smallest 
increase. All three groups received a comparable increase in average instructor assigned grade. 
The preliminary results suggest that tutoring is beneficial compared to no tutoring. Furthermore, 
there does not appear to be a relation between changes in the measures used in this study 
(microstructure, paragraph structure, overall rating) and instructor assigned grades. Further 
examination on whether directive tutoring is more effective than nondirective is required. The 
theories supporting directive tutoring (i.e. writing development, Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 
development, learning theory) suggest that this method would be more effective than 
nondirective tutoring. In addition, research into the relation between grades and changes in 
macrostructure and microstructure is warranted.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 5 

Introduction 

Writing is central to a student’s education, and is linked to academic success in grade school 

through higher education. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 74% of 

eighth graders and 73% of 12th graders did not write at or above the proficient level on a national 

writing test (as cited in Price & Jackson, 2015). While students receive basic writing instruction 

in general education classes, many struggle in courses that require more specialized writing 

skills. It is not uncommon for professors and teaching assistants to lament the writing skills of 

their undergraduate students.  

Beyond formal education, written communication skills are important for success in the 

workplace. Whether it is writing a report, a proposal, or a cover letter, the ability to write 

effectively is highly valued. Many employers require a minimum level of writing proficiency, 

and difficulty with writing may negatively impact job performance (Suddarth, Plante, & Vance, 

2012). Furthermore, poor writing skills can potentially limit opportunities for employment as 

well as job advancement because effective writing skills have (Graham & Perin, 2007). The 

impact of poor writing skills is not restricted to the individual, but has wide reaching effects. In 

2004, the National Commission on Writing stated that American businesses spend approximately 

3.1 billion dollars annually to remediate poor writing skills (as cited in Graham & Perin, 2007).  

Writing Development and the Role of the SLP 
 

Unlike the acquisition of oral language, the development of literacy requires direct 

instruction. In the absence of explicit instruction, typically-developing children acquire 90% of 

grammatical structures and an expressive vocabulary of several thousand words by the age of 

five (Owens, 2012). While the development of writing is linked to oral language skills, children 

must acquire several new skills in order to write, including: letter formation, sound-to-letter 
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correspondence, spelling, capitalization, punctuation, formulation of ideas, organization, 

revision, and self-monitoring (Owens, 2012). As writing is a highly demanding cognitive task 

(Kellogg, 2008), these skills are learned gradually through explicit instruction in school or at 

home. As children’s language and cognitive skills develop, their writing skills can become more 

complex. Academic writing demands increase as students progress in school and learn to write 

for a variety of purposes or genres. This demand only continues to heighten in higher education. 

For example, scientific writing frequently requires students to process technical and high-level 

concepts (i.e., experiments, theory), and demonstrate their knowledge through clear and concise 

writing. Both of these tasks are cognitively demanding, and ultimately the written product may 

be subpar as cognitive resources are allocated to understanding the new, complex, and 

curriculum-specific material. Additionally, students must often learn to write using genre-

specific conventions (e.g., limited to no use of personal pronouns in scientific writing) that add to 

the cognitive load of an assignment.  

Students who struggle with language, including writing, will likely receive services from 

a speech-language pathologist (SLP) in the school during K-12 years. It is within the scope of 

practice for an SLP to assess, diagnose, and provide treatment to individuals with oral and 

written communication disorders. This includes the assessment and treatment of students who 

struggle with reading and writing, beginning in the earliest stages of literacy development and 

through adulthood (American Speech-Language Association (ASHA), 2016). Research on the 

assessment and treatment of written communication disorders is growing in the field of speech 

and language pathology and adds valuable insights into writing intervention for students who 

struggle with writing at any age level.  
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The role of the SLP is especially critical in the early stages of literacy acquisition. Justice 

and Kaderavek (2004) proposed a model for literacy intervention for at-risk preschoolers and 

kindergarteners. The embedded-explicit approach combined naturalistic techniques for 

enhancing literacy with more structured, clinician-directed instruction. The expertise of the SLP 

as well as the collaboration between the SLP and classroom teacher is essential for 

implementation of this intervention model (Justice & Kaderavek, 2004).  

While prevention is key for students with emerging literacy skills, ultimately some 

students will continue to struggle with reading and writing. Price and Jackson (2011) state that 

SLPs are uniquely prepared to address the phonological, semantic, morphologic, syntactic, and 

pragmatic difficulties of students with oral as well as written language deficits.  In order to 

address these needs of school-age children and adolescents, SLPs must first be able to evaluate a 

student’s written language skills. Based on a review of the literature, Price and Jackson provided 

SLPs with methods for assessing different genres of writing samples including narrative, 

expository, and persuasive writing. The authors assert that these methods of analyses can aid 

SLPs in profiling a student’s strengths and weaknesses and subsequently compare that profile to 

the writing requirements established by the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) (Price & 

Jackson, 2015). With this information, SLPs can develop objectives that target areas of need in 

the student’s writing within the framework of the CCSS writing requirements.  

SLP intervention is much more common for students with language disorders or learning 

disabilities during elementary school through high school; however, many students on an SLP’s 

caseload will continue on to higher education. The U.S Department of Education (2011) reported 

that during the 2008-2009 academic year more than 200,000 students with learning disabilities 

were enrolled in college (as cited in Richards, 2015). While SLPs are qualified to provide these 
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services, it is reported that many do not feel confident assessing and treating writing difficulties 

due to lack of training and experience (Richards, 2015). Furthermore, it is unlikely for a college 

student to receive services from an SLP solely for written language intervention. It is more likely 

that students with language or learning disabilities will receive support services through college 

tutoring centers. Richards (2015) established characteristics, methods of assessment, and 

strategies for intervention in order to provide information that will assist SLPs and other 

professionals who serve this population.  

The role of speech-language pathologists (SLPs) is clear with respect to literacy in school 

age children (ASHA Position Statement, 2001). However, the function of the SLP for college-

age students who struggle with literacy is less well-defined in practice. While it is unlikely that 

SLPs will provide intervention for the general population of college students who struggle with 

writing, the expertise of the SLP is valuable in working with students with learning disabilities or 

language disorders. Therefore it may be beneficial for SLPs to consult with writing centers that 

serve students with conditions that impact learning.  Due to the expertise in both the mechanics 

of writing as well as in providing effective intervention for school-age children and adolescents 

who struggle with literacy, it seems that the role of the SLP in regards to writing tutoring in 

higher education is worth exploring.  

Writing Tutoring 
 

Interest in writing centers and peer tutoring accelerated in higher education due to larger 

class sizes and therefore less time for interactive teaching and learning (Topping, 1996). Today, 

writing centers provide supplemental support for students who are struggling with writing in a 

wide range of courses. As there is limited time for a student to revise an assignment with an 
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instructor or teaching assistant, writing centers provide a useful service for students who seek to 

improve their writing skills.  

The question of how “improvement” is determined and measured has persisted over 

many years. While it is generally agreed that one-to-one tutoring is beneficial, writing center 

assessment has rarely addressed changes in students’ writing (Thonus, 2002). A handful of 

studies have suggested methods of evaluating the effectiveness of writing centers and tutoring. 

However, there is no established method for doing so. Furthermore, empirical research 

evaluating the effectiveness of one-to-one tutoring is rare (Thonus, 2002). Research on tutoring 

largely consists of descriptive studies including: measures of student satisfaction, measures of 

student perceptions of effectiveness, and qualitative case studies. 

Measuring change in a student’s writing is key in evaluating the effectiveness of writing 

tutoring. However, it has been difficult to find feasible, replicable, and meaningful ways to 

evaluate change in undergraduate students’ writing (Haswell, 2000). To address this issue, 

Haswell (2000) proposed a longitudinal approach to track measures of writing features in order 

to document improvement in college writing. Similarly, Borg and Deane (2011) sought to 

measure the impact of writing tutoring by applying a multilayered approach to analyzing a first-

year undergraduate student’s writing assignment and subsequent revision after tutoring. The 

multilayered approach first analyzed global issues then local issues. The analysis included: the 

purpose of the assignment, information structure and sentence organization, sentence-level 

analysis, vocabulary analysis, and proofreading errors (spelling, punctuation, grammar). 

Although this type of analysis provides a useful framework for evaluating change in a student’s 

writing, it does not provide evidence for best practice on which tutoring methods best support a 

student’s learning because the tutors in this study did not use a particular approach.  
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Corbett (2011) performed a rhetorical, discourse, and ethnographic analysis of two tutors 

across multiple tutoring sessions. Corbett (2011) measured linguistic features and cues (e.g., 

open ended questions, directive questions, content clarifying questions) of both the tutor and 

student in order to contrast nondirective and directive tutoring, however the definitions of 

nondirective and directive tutoring were not well defined. It is difficult to draw substantial 

conclusions from these qualitative measures because the tutoring sessions varied greatly in 

duration, the tutors differed vastly in experience, and the sessions occurred in different settings 

(classroom vs. writing center). Corbett (2011) suggested that this type of research may provide 

tutors with strategies and rationales for what methods would be considered directive or 

nondirective in different contexts. However, one might argue from a scientific research position 

that such rationales can only arise from a sound theoretical framework as well as well-controlled 

experimentation.   

In a quasi-experimental study on whether one-to-one tutoring improved the writing skills 

of students, Bell (2002) noted that at the time only one empirical study had addressed this 

question. In this study, Bell (2002) tracked revisions in students’ initial draft and final drafts in 

order to determine whether the student made revisions in the areas that were discussed in the 

one-to-one tutoring session. This was performed for two tutoring conditions: peer tutoring and 

professional tutoring. In the context of peer tutoring, Bell (2002) stated that there is no agreed 

upon method of tutoring in the writing center. He defined several tutoring methods including: 

tutor-centered, structured-participation, collaborative, and student-centered. During tutor-

centered tutoring, the tutor controls the framework of the session. In contrast, during student-

centered tutoring the students control the structure of the session mainly by asking questions. 

Structured-participation tutoring appears to be a combination of these two approaches. In 
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structured-participation the tutor establishes the framework of the session by asking questions, 

and the student then responds with the content.  

After analysis of the writing samples from peer tutoring and professional tutoring, Bell 

(2002) claimed that students who received professional tutoring improved their writing skills. In 

addition, Bell (2002) documented that peer-tutors used different types of tutoring methods 

including tutor-centered, student-centered, or a combination of both. In comparing the peer 

tutors to the professional tutor, Bell (2002) noted that both emphasized microstructure, but in 

different ways. Peer tutors assumed the role of an editor, while the professional tutor tried to 

teach grammar and punctuation rules as well as editing strategies. In addition, macrostructure 

changes were more prevalent in papers targeted by the professional tutor, while peer tutors 

initiated very few macrostructure changes during the session (Bell, 2002). This study provides 

insightful information on tutoring, particularly on the contrast between peer tutoring and 

professional, or expert-tutoring.  However, the question of whether these various tutoring 

methods improve students’ writing remains unanswered. It is difficult to draw definitive 

conclusions with an experimental study that does not include a control group of students who did 

not receive tutoring. Furthermore, while tracking revisions provides valid information to 

document improvement, objective measures such as grades would be beneficial to include 

because they are measures widely used by instructors.  

Bell (2002) raised an important issue, that there is no agreed upon method of tutoring in 

the writing center. Currently, there is a long-standing debate between two methods: nondirective 

and directive tutoring. In his essay, Brooks (1991) advocates for a nondirective tutoring approach 

and states that the goal of each tutoring session is learning. In nondirective tutoring, tutors are 

not editors but should serve as guides, or commentators. There is an emphasis on “ownership” 
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and ensuring that the student is taking responsibility for their paper instead of passively receiving 

knowledge from the tutor. Nondirective tutoring encourages the use of open-ended or leading 

questions as frequently as possible in order to engage the student in the learning process. The 

nondirective approach seems to be a combination of what Bell (2002) defined as structured-

participation and student-directed tutoring.  

In response to the nondirective approach proposed by Brooks (1991), Shamoon and 

Burns (1995) critiqued the nondirective approach stating that these general guidelines often 

harden into “orthodoxy”. Shamoon and Burns (1995) propose an alternative method of tutoring 

based on observations of teacher and student relations on other contexts. Directive tutoring is 

described as directive, authoritative, and product-oriented. Modeling and imitation are seen as 

integral aspects of learning. It is equated to the way in which master musicians teach through 

modeling, a directive teaching technique. The directive approach seems to align with the tutor-

centered tutoring defined by Bell (2002). While Shamoon and Burns (1995) acknowledge that 

nondirective tutoring is useful in teaching students to rely on their own resources, they encourage 

the use of both directive and nondirective tutoring in order to address the needs of the student. 

The debate over directive, nondirective or both only serves to underline the problem that these 

strategies are widely used without an evidence base to support their use. 

 Currently, there are no experimental studies that adequately address this classic and well-

worn debate in the field. In a recent essay arguing for a theoretical perspective on writing center 

work, Nordlorf (2014) elucidates the issues surrounding this debate well. After years of working 

in writing center tutor education, Nordlorf (2014) grappled with these issues and raised the 

following questions: (1) Why are some tutoring practices are more effective than others? (2) 

Why is technique x appropriate in some circumstances whereas technique y is more appropriate 
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in other circumstances? Furthermore, Nordlorf (2014) underscores that both nondirective and 

directive tutoring lack a theoretical framework to explain why they might work. In current 

practice, directive and nondirective tutoring only describe general techniques that a tutor might 

use. Nordlorf (2014) concludes that Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) provides 

an appropriate theoretical basis for tutoring as it accounts for how students learn and develop. 

Furthermore, scaffolding is a technique that helps student develop in ways that they would be 

unable to do so alone. These conclusions are a step in the right direction in regards to 

establishing a stronger research base for writing tutoring. The next step involves the 

implementation of experimental and well-controlled research. Nordlorf (2014) reiterates the 

appeals of others in the field and argues for rigorous, empirical, and replicable research to 

support the effectiveness of writing tutoring. While there is resistance to this type of research in 

the writing center field, the resistance ignores the professional and ethical responsibility it has to 

address this gap in research and support the effectiveness of tutoring methods in the writing 

center.  

Relation between Outcome Measures and Grades 
 

In discussing the need for more experimental research on the effectiveness of writing 

tutoring, an important question arises: what measures in students’ writing should be analyzed? In 

the writing center and speech and language pathology literature, many different methods of 

evaluation and analysis have been used. As mentioned previously, Borg and Deane (2011) used a 

multi-layered approach to analyze: the purpose of the assignment, information structure and 

sentence organization, sentence-level analysis, vocabulary analysis, and proofreading errors 

(e.g., spelling, punctuation, grammar). Price and Jackson (2015) provided SLPs with various 

techniques and methods to assess different genres of writing samples for students with writing 
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language deficits including: word-level analysis, sentence-level analysis, genre-specific measures 

of organization and structure, and holistic rubrics.  

If the question is whether or not tutoring or SLP intervention improves a students’ 

writing, then it is important to determine if measures used for analysis predict or correlate with 

the measures used to ultimately determine how good or poor the writing is. Koutsoftas and Gray 

(2012) raised this issue and questioned whether the analytic measures used by SLPs correlate to 

the holistic measures used by high-stakes tests, or annual assessments used by state and local 

agencies to assess yearly student progress. Koutsoftas and Gray (2012) analyzed the writing of 

typically-developing and language-impaired 4th and 5th graders using analytic measures (e.g., 

written productivity, lexical diversity, grammaticality, sentence complexity, spelling accuracy, 

and story grammar) and holistic measures (e.g., ideas and content, organization, voice, word 

choice, sentence fluency, conventions) in order determine if students performed differently on 

these measures.  

For narrative writing samples, analytic measures of productivity (total number of words) 

positively related to holistic measures of ideas and content, organization, voice, sentence fluency, 

and the total rubric score. In addition, lexical diversity (number of different words) for the first 

50 words positively related to holistic measures of word choice, sentence fluency, and the total 

rubric score. However, for expository text there was only one significant correlation between the 

analytic and holistic measures: spelling errors were negatively correlated with the holistic 

measure of conventions. The researchers concluded that SLPs need to be aware that analytic 

scores do not necessarily translate to scores on holistic measures such as writing rubrics. This is 

especially important because a student’s academic achievement is linked to performance on 

high-stakes tests (Koutsoftas & Gray, 2012). 
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Koutsoftas and Gray (2012) bring forth an interesting and problematic issue because 

measures used to analyze a student’s writing are also frequently used to select treatment 

objectives and track change. If measures used to analyze writing do not have a relation to the 

measures used to determine achievement (i.e., scores on high-stakes tests and grades from 

instructors), then how can tutors, interventionists, or students determine which areas of need to 

target in order to maximize their success? 

Research Context and Questions 
 

The present study attempts to fill a long-standing gap in the research and pose an answer 

to the question of whether nondirective or directive tutoring is more effective in improving the 

writing skills of college students. In this study, a protocol for an expert-directed tutoring 

approach was developed based on the existing research into writing development as well as 

theories of learning. Although the expert-directed approach was developed from knowledge and 

expertise on writing gained from the field of speech and language pathology, it does not suggest 

that practicing SLPs should tutor students without impairments who have difficulty with writing.  

Written language is an explicitly learned skill and a cognitively demanding task that 

requires years of instruction, practice, and maturation to master (Kellogg, 2008; Owens, 2012). 

Therefore it seems appropriate to employ a directive tutoring approach to improve the writing 

skills of struggling students. The expert-directed approach is a form of directive tutoring that 

explicitly teaches writing skills, including macrostructure, a piece that may be underrepresented 

in peer tutoring. The protocol for the expert-directed approach was modeled after the learning 

cycle, a method of instruction that has been successful in teaching science concepts to students as 

well as improving generalized reasoning skills (Lawson, 2001). The learning cycle is comprised 

of three phases: exploration, term introduction, and concept application. Within the expert-
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directed approach, the exploration phase corresponds to a student writing the initial draft of a 

writing assignment independently. Next, the term introduction phase corresponds to the expert-

directed tutor identifying a specific problem area in the student’s paper, introducing the basic 

rule or principle that should be used, and explaining why it is important. For example, if a 

student had poorly organized sentences within their paragraphs, the tutor would introduce and 

explain the term “logical organization of sentences.” Last, the concept application phase 

corresponds to the student applying the knowledge to revising his or her paper after the tutoring 

session. Ideally the student would apply the newly learned terms and concepts to future writing 

assignments.  

Kellogg (2008) proposed an approach to improve a student’s writing by reducing the 

cognitive demands on the student through the training of various writing skills including: 

planning, sentence generating, and reviewing. This approach parallels the learning cycles 

approach. By explicitly teaching writing conventions and skills as well as verifying the student’s 

understanding during the term introduction phase, the expert-directed approach can potentially 

reduce the cognitive demands on a student and allow the student to allocate cognitive resources 

towards improving their writing, instead of grappling with identifying what is problematic about 

their writing.  

In evaluating the nondirective tutoring approach within the framework of the learning 

cycle described by Lawson (2001), the characteristics of the nondirective approach correspond to 

the exploration phase. In addition to the exploration phase that the student experiences while 

writing the initial draft, nondirective tutoring serves as an extended exploration phase in which 

the student is encouraged to engage in the learning process with the tutor as a guide. It seems that 

logically the nondirective tutoring approach would be less effective because it is missing a 
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critical component in the learning cycle, term introduction. Nondirective tutoring appears to 

operate under the assumption that students arrive to a tutoring session with all the knowledge 

they need about important components of writing. However, this assumption is contrary to what 

we know about the deficient literacy skills of school-age students on the cusp of entering college.  

This study attempts to establish more experimental research on writing tutoring as well a 

method for evaluating writing that can potentially be used in the writing centers. This study seeks 

to answer the following questions: 

1. Does expert-directed (directive) or student-directed (nondirective) tutoring yield 

better outcomes in students’ writing in terms outcome measures including: grades, 

change in microstructure errors, change in macrostructure errors, and overall 

holistic ratings? 

2. Do changes in tutor-focused measures such as microstructure, macrostructure, and 

holistic ratings correlate to improvement in instructor assigned grades? 

Given that written language is an explicitly learned skill, and a highly cognitively demanding 

task, it is hypothesized that students in the expert-directed (directive) group will show greater 

improvement compared to the students in the student-directed (nondirective) group due to the 

presence of an expert to explicitly teach them, and the inclusion of a full revolution of the 

learning cycles approach. Furthermore, it is hypothesized that positive changes in microstructure 

and macrostructure, as well as holistic scores based on these changes, will correlate to 

improvement on assigned grades because these measures typically comprise a grading rubric. 
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Methods 

Participants  
 This was a quasi-experimental study. Eighteen undergraduate students at the University 

of Arizona were recruited from three courses in the department of Speech, Language, and 

Hearing sciences (SLHS 340: Language Science, SLHS 362: Neurobiology of Communication, 

and SLHS 263: The World of Speech, Sound, Music, and mp3s). These courses were selected 

because the instructors included writing assignments as part of the normal class requirements; 

specifically the writing assignments included an initial paper and a final revised paper. 

Regardless of participation in this study, all students enrolled in these courses were required to 

complete the initial and final paper for a grade as part of the regular course requirements. The 

instructors were unaware of which students participated in the study until after the final grades 

were assigned. Students who participated chose to either receive 30 minutes of free tutoring or 

not receive tutoring prior to turning in the final paper. The students who elected to receive 

tutoring were randomly assigned to one of the two tutoring conditions: (1) expert-directed 

tutoring (ED) or (2) student-directed tutoring (SD). The students who agreed to participate in the 

study, but chose not to receive tutoring were assigned to the control condition. Groups were 

assigned in this manner in order to provide tutoring to all students who participated because they 

wanted to receive tutoring. Random assignment to the control condition would have been 

misleading and may have negatively impacted a student’s grade on the assignment.  

The participants included 18 female students with a mean age of 20.8 years and a mean 

of 3.3 years in college. Data were analyzed for 16 of the 18 participants due to fidelity issues in 

which the tutor deviated from protocol. The experimental groups consisted of seven participants 

in the ED condition, seven participants in the SD condition, and two participants in the control 

group.  
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Table 1. Descriptive characteristics including average age, year, grade point average (GPA), 
language background, self-reported conditions, and estimated number of academic and scientific 
papers written for the expert-directed (ED), student-directed (SD), and control groups.  
 

 Expert-directed 
[n=7] 

Student-directed 
[n=7] 

Control 
[n=2] 

Average age (years) 21.1 20.6 19.5 
Average year 3.6 3 3 
Average GPA 3.0-3.5 

(3.1-3.6) 
3.0-3.5 

(3.1-3.4) 
3.0-3.5 

(3.0-3.5) 
Language background 4 monolinguals, 3 

bilinguals 
4 monolinguals, 3 
bilinguals 

2 
monolinguals 

Self-reported 
conditions 

1 participant reported 
hearing loss, 1 
reported a 
neurological disorder 

None reported None 
reported 

Estimated # of 
academic papers 
written in their high-
school and college 
career (narrative, 
expository, descriptive, 
persuasive) 

32 28.6 18 

Estimated # of 
scientific papers 
written in their high-
school and college 
career  

9.4 3.7 6.5 

 

Writing Tasks 
 The course instructors provided this researcher with the writing assignment prompts and 

grading rubrics. All courses required the integration of scientific research articles into the writing 

assignment; however, the assignments differed in purpose and format. The following are brief 

descriptions of the writing assignments for each course: 

• Language Science (SLHS 340): Expository writing, summary of a research article 
(introduction, methods, results, discussion), and a proposal for a follow-up study 

• Neurobiology of Communication (SLHS 362): Expository writing, summary of a 
research article, and description of how this article built upon a previous research 
article 
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• The World of Speech, Sound, Music, and mp3s (SLHS 263): Expository, 
persuasive writing, support position using 3-5 arguments and 3-5 sources from 
professional articles or web sources 
 

Tutoring Conditions 
 

As discussed previously, the protocol for the expert-directed condition was developed 

from existing research on writing development. The protocol for the student-directed condition 

was developed from Brooks’ (1991) seminal essay on nondirective tutoring, observations of 

nondirective tutoring, and extensive conversations with tutors and writing center directors who 

employ a nondirective method 

The expert-directed (ED) condition included three major components. First, the 3-4 

problem areas in each paper were prioritized prior to the tutoring session. The three raters 

included a subset of the tutoring team.  The raters independently read the papers, prioritized 

areas of need, and subsequently came to an agreement on what 3-4 areas should be prioritized. 

During the tutoring session, the tutor informed the student what they would be working on and 

targeted the prioritized problem areas using the term introduction phase of the learning cycle. At 

the end of the session a microstructure handout was provided. The handout included online 

resources for grammar, punctuation, and style conventions. For the ED condition only, the 

handout indicated specific problem areas for the student to work on.  

The student-directed (SD) condition included two major components. At the beginning of 

the tutoring session, the tutor asked the student “What do you want to work on today? We are 

going to work on what you think is important.” The tutor then followed the lead of the student 

and asked primarily open-ended questions to promote critical thinking and engage the student. 

Leading or closed-questions were used if a student demonstrated difficulty identifying problem 

areas in the paper (e.g. “Where is your thesis?”; “Tell me where your thesis is.”).  At the end of 
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the session, a general microstructure handout was given. This handout was identical to the 

handout given to the students in the ED condition; however, the handout did not indicate specific 

areas to work on in the SD condition.  

Table 2. Descriptions and protocols for expert-directed (ED) tutoring and student-directed (SD) 
tutoring. 

Expert-directed Tutoring (ED) Student-directed Tutoring (SD) 
Description 

• Tutor leads the session 
• Tutor identification of problem areas 
• Explicit teaching of writing skills 
• 3 areas per session = 10 min per target area 
• 4th area can be targeted if first 3 are 

completed  
 

Description 
• Student leads the session 
• Self-discovery of problem areas 
• No explicit teaching of writing skills 
• Spend as much time as needed on problem 

areas, follow student’s lead 
 

Protocol 
1. Pre-assessment: 3-4 problem areas prioritized 
2. Introduction: inform student of what problem 

areas will be worked on 
3. Target problem areas 

o Direct student to problem area 
o Teach basic rule or principle 
o Explain why it is important 
o Verify understanding 
o Provide examples as needed 

4. Give microstructure handout with specific 
problem areas marked 
 

 
 

Protocol 
1. Assessment: ask student what they want to 

work on 
2.  Socratic questions 

o  Use open-ended questions to 
promote critical thinking 

o  When student expresses problem, 
recast what they issue is  

o  Answer their questions with a 
question 

3.  Give direction (last resort) 
o  Ask leading questions or closed-

questions 
4.  Give examples as last resort 
5. Give general microstructure handout  

 

Tutor Training 
 

The tutors included this researcher, two graduate students in Speech, Language, and 

Hearing Sciences (SLHS), and one post-baccalaureate student in the Speech, Language, and 

Hearing Sciences department who has worked professionally as a writing tutor.  The tutors 

attended two 2-hour training sessions. During the first training session, tutors were instructed on 

the protocols and completed worksheets to confirm their understanding of basic writing 

concepts. The writing concepts included components of microstructure (e.g., grammar, spelling, 
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punctuation), and macrostructure (e.g., paragraph organization, details). Tutors completed two 

tasks relevant to the implementation of the ED and SD tutoring protocols: (1) Given examples of 

potential student comments or questions, the tutor identified what category of problem was 

indicated (2) Given three prioritized areas, the tutor identified problem areas in an example 

paper. During the second training session, tutors participated in a mock tutoring session. The 

tutors practiced both SD and ED tutoring protocols until their performance was judged adequate. 

Three potential tutors chose not to participate in the study after attending the training sessions. 

The tutors who remained demonstrated adequate knowledge of writing concepts as well as 

comfort with tutoring students who struggled with writing.     

Procedure 

This researcher collected electronic copies of initial papers directly from the participating 

students in the three conditions. All papers were de-identified.  Participants in the tutoring 

conditions (ED, SD) received 30-minutes of free tutoring. Tutoring sessions were held in the 

SLHS building and were scheduled based on the availability of the participant and tutor.  

All sessions were recorded with a digital audio recorder to ensure fidelity of tutoring protocols.  

The average tutoring session for both conditions was 32.2 minutes. Separated by condition, the 

average session duration was 32.3 minutes for the ED conditions, and 32.9 for the SD condition. 

Electronic copies of the final papers were collected and de-identified after the participants turned 

in their assignments to the instructors.  

Coding and Measures 
 

All de-identified initial and final papers were entered into the Systematic Analysis of 

Language Transcripts (SALT) software program for coding and analysis. The integrity of the 

writing sample was maintained, meaning that errors (e.g., spelling, grammar) included in the 
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participants’ papers were not corrected. Next, the writing samples were segmented by each 

sentence instead of by minimal terminable units (T-units). The T-unit is defined as “one main 

clause with all of the subordinate clauses attached to it” (Hughes, McGillivary, & Shcmidek, 

1997, p.49). This method is useful in analyzing written language samples because improper 

punctuation does not interfere with segmentation using T-units. However, this researcher chose 

not to use T-units because the punctuation usage of college students was noted to be more 

consistent than that of younger students.  

The writing samples were analyzed for errors in microstructure and macrostructure. 

Microstructure included: grammar, punctuation, spelling, transitions, and style. Style included 

following conventions from either the American Psychological Association (APA) or Modern 

Language Association (MLA).  These conventions include citation, verb tense usage, acronyms, 

and clarity of sentences. Although APA is the standard convention used in the field of speech 

and language pathology, one introductory course to the SLHS department allowed the use of any 

standard of citation conventions. Microstructure errors also included “tier 2” errors, which this 

researcher defined as errors at the word or sentence level that did not easily fall into the 

aforementioned microstructure categories. Tier 2 errors encompassed what we commonly refer 

to as “scientific voice.” Macrostructure included the overall organization of the writing as well as 

the internal structure of paragraphs, which included: number of sentences, order of sentences, 

relevance of sentences, and sufficient detail. An overall rating on the scale of 1 to 5 was given 

for the overall paper, the ratings reflected errors in macrostructure and microstructure.  
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Table 3. Descriptions of microstructure errors. 
Microstructure 

Error Codes 
Definition 

Grammar [gm] Problems with: Pronoun referencing, articles, parallelism, prepositions, 
run-on sentences, sentence fragments, subject-verb agreement 

Spelling [sp] Violations of standard spelling conventions  
Punctuation [punc] Missing or incorrect use of: Apostrophes, colons, semicolons, commas, 

hyphens, dashes, quotation marks, capitalization, end of sentence 
punctuation 

Missing transition [t-
] 

Sentence that needs a transition for logical flow 

Incorrect transition  
[t-1] 

Transition that is incorrectly used 

Word choice [wc] Incorrect word. The word doesn’t mean what the student thinks it means 
Style: APA or MLA  
[style:apa] 
[style:tense] 

In- text citation conventions, acronyms, tense (past tense for previous 
research, present tense for student’s thoughts) 

Style: Clarity 
[style:clarity] 

Sentences that are grammatical but the meaning is not understood 

Tier 2 Error [t2] • Words that are less appropriate for a scientific/academic voice  
• Sentences that are grammatical, the meaning is understood, but 

would benefit from revision 
 

Table 4. Description of errors in internal paragraph structure.  
Macrostructure Error 

Codes: Internal 
Paragraph Structure 

Description 

0 No paragraph errors 
1 Paragraph does not contain enough sentences to constitute a full 

paragraph (minimum of 3 sentences)  

2 Ordering of sentences within the paragraph is not logical. 

3 Sentences in the paragraph do not relate directly to the paragraph topic 

4 Details are not sufficient to support paragraph topic and address 
purpose 
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Table 5. Description of criteria for overall rating on a Likert scale of 1 to 5.  
Overall Rating Description 

 
1 • Paper is difficult to read and understand 

• Paragraphs have little to no logical organization 
• Paragraphs do not have a cohesive topic  
• Content is not clear, inaccurate, or missing 
• Many grammar, spelling, punctuation, transition, or style errors 

 
2 • Paper is not easy to read and understand 

• Paragraphs have some logical organization 
• Paragraphs sometimes have a cohesive topic 
• Content is often unclear, inaccurate, or missing 
• Several grammar, spelling, punctuation, transition, or style errors 

3 • Paper is fairly easy to read and understand and follows one of the two 
descriptions:  

• Paragraphs are logically organized most of the time 
• Paragraphs have cohesive topic most of the time 
• Content is clear, accurate, or present most of the time 
• Several grammar, spelling, punctuation, transition, or style errors 

OR 
• Paragraphs have some logical organization 
• Paragraphs sometimes have a cohesive topic 
• Content is sometimes unclear, inaccurate, or missing 
• Few grammar, spelling, punctuation, transition, or style errors 

 
4 • Paper is mostly easy to read and understand 

• Paragraphs are logically organized most of the time 
• Paragraphs have a cohesive topic most of the time 
• Content is clear, accurate, and present most of the time 
• Few grammar, spelling, punctuation, transition, or style errors 

5 • Paper is easy to read and understand 
• Paragraphs are logically organized 
• Paragraphs have a cohesive topic 
• Content is clear, concise, and accurate 
• Few/minor grammar, spelling, punctuation, transition, or style errors 

 
Two raters performed error analysis on the writing samples. In order to eliminate bias, 

raters were blinded to the condition as well as the version of the paper (i.e., initial or final paper). 

Initially, the raters independently coded four trial papers and did not consistently achieve 

interrater reliability above .80 for any code except spelling. Due to the low reliability, for the 
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remaining ratings the raters independently coded each paper then discussed discrepancies and 

came to an agreement.  

Table 6. Interrater reliability for microstructure codes, internal paragraph structure codes, and 
overall rating for seven writing assignments.  

Microstructure Codes Reliability [n=7] 
Grammar 53.7% 
Spelling 87.5% 
Punctuation 49.1% 

Missing transition 20.5% 
Incorrect transition 77.9% 

Word choice 22.9% 
Style: APA or MLA 44.4% 

Style: Tense 48.3% 
Style: Clarity 45.6% 
Tier 2 Errors 34.1% 

  
Macrostructure Codes: Internal paragraph 
structure 

70.2% 

  
Overall Rating 75% 

 

Results 

Reliability 
 Interrater reliability was calculated for 7 of the 32 papers collected (20% of the sample). 

Due to poor interrater reliability (less than .80) for all measures except spelling, data analysis 

was performed on a subset of the participants. This was due to the amount of time needed for the 

two raters to reach agreement on final coding of each paper. The results presented here are based 

on the following data: expert-directed [n=2], student-directed [n=2] and control [n=2]. Reliability 

was negatively impacted by individual rater error, misuse of error codes, and difficulty 

identifying precise sentences that required transitions. In addition, the two raters often identified 

the same sentence as having an error, but coded the sentence differently.  Frequently, this type of 

error occurred with grammar, clarity, and tier 2 error codes. For example, the following sentence 
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was coded as a grammar error by one rater and a tier 2 error by the other rater: “In all patients, 

the ventromedial frontal cortex was atrophied as well as around the collateral sulcus.” 

Measures 
 In order to descriptively examine the effectiveness of tutoring vs. no tutoring and ED 

(directive) vs. SD (nondirective) tutoring, the average number of total microstructure errors, 

number of internal paragraph structure errors, overall rating, and grade given by the instructor 

will be compared across the three conditions: SD, ED, and control for the participants’ initial and 

final paper. In addition, in order to determine the relation between the three measures stated 

above (microstructure errors, number of internal paragraph structure errors, and overall rating), 

the difference in the total number of microstructure errors and internal paragraph structure errors 

from the initial to the final paper will be compared to the final paper. This was done individually 

for each participant.  

Microstructure Errors 
 
 In Figure 1, the average number of microstructure errors and standard deviations (SD) for 

the participants’ initial and final papers in each condition can be seen. In the ED group, the 

average number of microstructure errors decreased from 50 [SD =11.31] for the initial paper to 

45 [SD=5.657] for the final paper. There was no change in the SD group as the average number 

of microstructure errors was 55.5 [SD=13.44] for the initial paper and 55.5 [SD=12.02] for the 

final paper. The control group began with a higher average number of microstructure errors. This 

was due to the fact that one of the participants in the control group had an assignment that was 

significantly longer (7 pages double-spaced) compared to the other participants’ papers (2-3 

pages double-spaced). In contrast to the tutoring groups, the average number of microstructure 

errors increased from 107 [SD=90.51] for the initial paper to 133.5 [SD=87.68] for the final 

paper. It is likely that the standard deviations are significantly greater for the control group 
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because the participant with the longer writing assignment had more opportunities to produce 

microstructure errors.  

 
Figure 1. The average number of microstructure errors with standard deviation error bars for the 
initial and final papers for each experimental condition: ED [n=2], SD [n=2], control [n=-2]. 

 

Paragraph Errors 
 The number of internal paragraph structure errors was summed for the initial and final 

paper of each participant. Figure 2 shows the average number of internal paragraph structure 

errors and standard deviations (SD) for the initial and final paper in each experimental condition. 

 The average number of paragraph errors decreased from 7.5 [SD=0.7071] for the initial paper to 

3.5 [SD=0.7071] for the final paper in the ED condition. Similarly, the average number of 

paragraph errors decreased from 10 [SD=1.414] to 7 [SD=1.414] for the SD condition. In 

contrast, there was no change in the number of paragraph errors for the participants in the control 

condition. The average number of paragraph errors remained the same at 12 [SD=5.657] for the 

initial paper and 12 [SD=5.657] for the final paper. As mentioned before, it is likely that the 

standard deviations are significantly greater for the control group because the participant with the 

longer writing assignment had more opportunities to produce paragraph structure errors.  
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Figure 2. The average number of paragraph errors with standard deviation error bars for the 
initial and final papers for each experimental condition: ED [n=2], SD [n=2], control [n=2].  
 
Overall Rating 
 
 Figure 3 shows the average overall rating and standard deviations (SD) for the 

participants’ initial and final paper in each experimental condition. The overall rating improved 

from the initial paper to the final paper for all three conditions; however, the magnitude of 

improvement differed for each condition. The SD condition demonstrated the greatest 

improvement; the average overall rating increased from 1.5 [SD=0.7071] to 3 [SD=0] on the 

Likert scale. For the ED condition, the average overall rating increased from was 2.5 

[SD=0.7071] to 3.5 [SD=0.7071]. The control condition demonstrated the smallest gain as the 

overall rating increased from 1.5 [SD=0] for the initial paper to 1.75 [SD=0.3535] for the final 

paper.  
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Figure 3. The average overall rating based on a Likert scale of 1 to 5 with standard deviation 
error bars for the initial and final papers in each experimental condition: ED [n=2], SD [n=2], 
control [n=2].  

 

Grades 
 Grades were collected from the course instructors after final grades were posted. Overall, 

the average grade for the participants in each condition improved from the initial to the final 

paper. Figure 4 shows the average grade and standard deviation (SD) for the participants’ initial 

and final paper in each experimental condition. For the ED condition, the average grade 

increased by 25% (initial paper: 65% [SD=4.243]; final paper: 90% [SD=1.414]). The average 

grade for the SD condition increased by 18.5% (initial paper: 70.5% [SD=16.26]; final paper: 

89% [SD=9.899]). For control condition, the average grade also increased by 18.5% (initial 

paper: 65% [SD=21.21]; final paper: 83.5% [SD=9.192]). While the ED condition received the 

greatest increase in average grade from the initial to the final paper, the overall improvement in 

grades for all conditions is comparable.  
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Figure 4. The average instructor assigned grade with standard deviation error bars for the initial 
and final paper for each experimental condition: ED [n=2], SD [n=2], control [n=2].  
 
 
 Final grades and Microstructure Error Difference 
 
 The difference in microstructure errors from initial to final paper was plotted against the 

final paper grade in order to observe a potential relation between changes in microstructure 

errors and the final paper grade. In Figure 5, a positive number on the y-axis (error difference) 

meant that the participant decreased the number of total microstructure errors from the initial to 

the final paper. A higher and positive error difference would presumably mean more 

improvement. A negative number on the y-axis meant that the participant increased the number 

of total microstructure errors from the initial to the final paper. There does not seem to be an 

observable trend between a decrease in the number of total microstructure errors and the final 

paper grade. Participant 1007 from the SD condition received the highest final grade and had the 

largest positive error difference. However, participant 1006 (SD condition) had the largest 

negative error difference and received a grade that was similar to participant 2002 (control 

condition). In other words, participant 1006 and participant 2002 received a comparable grade 
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even though participant 1006 made more microstructure errors on the final paper, while 

participant 2002 decreased their number of errors.  

 
Figure 5. The change in the total number of microstructure errors from the initial to the final 
paper for each participant. Expert-directed (ED), student-directed (SD), control (Con). 
 

Final-grade and Internal Paragraph Structure Error Difference 
 
 Similarly, the difference in internal paragraph structure errors (macrostructure) from the 

initial to the final paper was plotted against the final paper grade in order to observe a potential 

relation between changes in paragraph-level errors and the final paper grade. There is no 

observable relation between improvement on internal paragraph structure and the post-grade. 

Participant 2001 (control) and participant 1008 (ED) received nearly equivalent final grades; 

however participant 2001 made no changes in internal paragraph structure and participant 1008 

decreased the number of paragraph errors by 4.  
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Figure 6. The change in the total number of internal paragraph structure errors from the initial to 
the final paper for each participant. Expert-directed (ED), student-directed (SD), control (C). 
 

Grades and Overall Rating 
 

In order to compare our overall ratings with instructor grades, we created z-scores for 

each, which are plotted in Figure 7. The raters and course instructors judged the initial and final 

papers of participant 2002 similarly. The overall ratings and grades were below the group mean 

for both papers. In contrast, the judgments of the raters in this study and the instructors do not 

align for the other six participants. The grade and overall rating on the initial paper for 

participant 1007 are in opposite directions. The initial paper grade indicated that participant 

1007’s paper was well above the mean, while the study’s overall rating indicated the opposite. 

Similarly, the grade and overall rating on the initial paper and final paper are in opposite 

directions for 2001. The grade was above the mean on the initial paper, and decreased on the 

final paper. However, the overall rating was below the mean for the initial paper, and actually 
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well. The grades and overall rating for the initial and final paper are in opposite directions. For 

Participant 1005, the grade and the overall rating for the initial paper were in opposite directions. 

However, the grade and overall rating for the final paper were both above the mean and in better 

agreement. For participant 1008, while the grades and overall ratings are in the same direction 

above the mean, the magnitude is drastically different between the grades and the overall rating. 

The raters judged both the initial and final paper to be well above the mean; however, the grades 

suggest that the initial and final paper were only slightly better than the mean.  

 

Figure 7. The z-scores for instructor given grades and overall rating on the Likert scale for the 
initial and final paper. Expert-directed (ED), student-directed (SD), control (Con). 
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 In order to determine whether or the participants in the SD condition chose to work on 

areas of need that the tutors would have prioritized, as they did in the ED condition, the initial 
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by two raters. The raters came to an agreement on the 3-4 areas of need, which were then 

compared to what the participant had worked on during the SD session. The participants in the 

SD condition generally chose to work on the areas of need prioritized by the raters. One area of 

need that the tutors identified but the SD participants did not choose to work on was “logical 

ordering of sentences.” However, it should be noted that participants in the SD condition 

frequently came to the session with feedback on their paper from the instructor or TA. 

Furthermore, there was a tendency toward working on macrostructure over microstructure. In the 

ED condition, 63% of the targets for treatment were macrostructure. Similarly, in the SD 

condition 60% of the targets were macrostructure.  

Discussion 
 
Effectiveness of Tutoring 

Based on this small sample [n=6], the microstructure error and internal paragraph structure 

error results suggest that tutoring is beneficial compared to no tutoring. The reduction in internal 

paragraph structure errors for both the ED and the SD condition compared to lack of change in 

paragraph errors for the control condition supports this finding. In addition, the control condition 

increased the number of microstructure errors made from the initial to the final paper, while the 

ED condition showed a slight reduction of microstructure and the SD condition did not change. 

Furthermore, while the overall ratings increased for all conditions, the tutoring groups (ED and 

SD) showed greater improvement compared to the control group. In sum, tutoring appears 

beneficial compared to no tutoring.  

It was hypothesized that ED tutoring would be more effective than SD tutoring. 

However, the results of this study cannot definitively conclude whether ED (directive) tutoring is 

more effective than SD (nondirective) tutoring.  Differences between the directive and 

nondirective tutoring methods may not have been evident in the measures analyzed because the 
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study did not control for intervening variables such as receiving other types of outside help in 

addition to the 30-minute tutoring session. Many of the students in both conditions received 

feedback from the TA or instructor prior to the tutoring session. This feedback frequently 

determined what the participant in the SD condition chose to work on during the session. 

Therefore the SD condition was may not have purely been nondirective as this type of feedback 

equates to expert-identification of areas of need. In addition to feedback from the instructor, a 

participant may have received outside help from other tutoring centers, peers, or even family 

members. Although this was a limitation in this study, with a small sample it would have been 

detrimental to exclude participants who received outside help. 

Other intervening variables that may have affected the results included several participant 

writing proficiency, participant motivation, and presence of conditions that may affect written 

language skills. Administering a proficiency test prior to the provision of tutoring can control for 

writing proficiency. However, including students with a wide range of skills is most 

representative of the student population who seek tutoring services. Motivation may be more 

challenging to control for because it would be unethical to randomly assign a student who is 

seeking tutoring to the control condition. Lastly, it would be beneficial to conduct separate but 

parallel experimental studies on the effectiveness of tutoring for typically-developing students as 

well as language-impaired or learning-impaired students.  

Although this study does not prove that directive tutoring is more effective that 

nondirective, it is still hypothesized that tutoring methods which include with explicit teaching of 

skills by an expert would be more effective than methods that do not. Nordlorf (2014) concludes 

that Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development (ZPD) is a more appropriate framework for 

tutoring because it provides a developmental model of how students learn. It allows for tutors to 
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identify what skills the student is in the process of developing, and what supports or scaffolds 

that student needs in order to attain that skill.  The ZPD model appears to align with the learning 

cycles approach discussed previously. What the student can do independently corresponds to the 

exploration phase, and what the student can accomplish with guidance, or expert-directed help, 

corresponds to the term introduction phase. The ZPD model also aligns with theories on the 

cognitive development of writing. Writing is a cognitively demanding task that requires 

instruction, practice, and maturation (Kellogg, 2008). This instruction corresponds with the 

guidance of a more capable adult or peer in the ZPD. The more knowledge that a student 

acquires about writing concepts and conventions, the less support from an expert they will need. 

Consequently, nondirective tutoring methods seem most beneficial once the student 

demonstrates sufficient knowledge and implementation of key writing skills.  

Reliability 

Achieving interrater reliability on the measures presented in this study was challenging. 

The low (below .80) reliability for all codes except spelling ultimately reduced the number of 

participants that were analyzed. While rater agreement was achieved for the initial and final 

papers for six participants, this process was time consuming. Although reliability was 

problematic in this study, greater interrater reliability can conceivably be achieved based the high 

interrater reliability of other studies that have analyzed writing samples using various measures 

similar to the ones present in this study (Kaderavek, 2000; Koutsoftas & Gray, 2012; Suddarth et 

al., 2012). Interrater reliability could be improved by increased time spent training and practicing 

the coding procedures. This could potentially eliminate any misunderstandings about the error 

codes and prevent misuse of the code. Furthermore, it is important to establish clear criteria for 

the error codes as well as provide examples. While this seems straightforward, defining the 
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criteria can be challenging, as it requires a reference point for which the rules are drawn from. 

Writing standard and conventions differ greatly depending on the discipline, therefore 

microstructure rules (i.e. grammar and punctuation) must be well established and drawn from 

identifiable resources.  Although the criteria in this study appeared clear and concise, the number 

of sentence level error codes increased opportunities for error. Collapsing the sentence level 

codes (grammar, clarity, tier 2) to a singular sentence error code may improve reliability. 

Furthermore, reliability on missing transitions would be greatly improved by coding at the 

paragraph level. The raters were highly accurate in identifying the same paragraphs and general 

areas that required transitions; however, identifying the precise sentence was more challenging. 

The issue of reliability in this study raises an issue in regards to grading that is completed 

by teaching assistants (TA). There is a potential for TAs to judge areas on a grading rubric such 

as punctuation, grammar, or word choice differently. This would certainly be the case for areas 

that do not have clear and concise definitions. For example, word choice is a term that can be 

used to mean several different things including: choosing a wrong word, choosing a word that is 

not appropriate for the genre’s style, or choosing informal words in general. The lack of 

reliability between different TAs can potentially affect the outcome on students’ grades. This is a 

factor that should be considered in the development of writing rubrics as well as the training of 

TAs.  

Relation Between Measures and Grades 

It was hypothesized that positive changes in microstructure and macrostructure would 

correlate with improvement in instructor assigned grades. Based on the results of this exploratory 

study, there does not seem to be a clear relation between improvement in microstructure and 

macrostructure and the final grade. Although the control group did not make substantial positive 
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changes on the measures in this study (macrostructure and microstructure), the control group 

received a similar grade increase from the initial to the final paper as the tutoring conditions. 

These results lead to the question: What is being attended to by the instructors compared to the 

raters? Perhaps the instructors and TAs weighed content more heavily than the raters in this 

study. While the raters were familiar with the content of the assignments, they were less familiar 

with the content of the course. Furthermore, it is possible that bias is a factor. Although the raters 

were blinded to the condition as well as status of the paper (initial or final), the instructors 

typically are not blinded to these variables.  

Another interesting finding from this study is the discrepancy between the instructor-

assigned grades and the overall rating. At times the judgments trended in the same direction; 

however, more frequently the judgments were drastically opposite. A paper that was perceived to 

be above the mean by the instructors was perceived to be below the mean by the raters and vice 

versa. This discrepancy in combination with lack of relation between the measures in this study 

and final grades open up an important question: What measures predict improvement in grades? 

Koutsoftas and Gray (2012) found that for expository writing, which is the type of writing task 

presented in this study, analytic measures used by SLPs do not correlate to holistic rubrics used  

on high-stakes tests. Therefore, it may be the case that measures of microstructure and 

macrostructure do not correlate with grading rubrics, as these rubrics are typically similar to the 

holistic rubrics. This presents a challenge for students as well as the tutors and interventionists 

who support them. Borg and Deane (2011) stated that tutors must modify their approach if the 

areas of need that they identify are not considered significant to the instructors who actually 

grade the assignments. It is important to understand what measures are significant for instructors, 
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and what measures translate to improved grades in order to target areas that maximize a student’s 

potential for success.  

Conclusion 

 This exploratory study is a step towards more experimental studies on the effectiveness 

of writing tutoring. In this study, the use of a control group, or no tutoring group, is an important 

addition to the literature on one-to-one tutoring. It is important to note that the control group 

received feedback from the instructors, which is a form of instruction comparable to tutoring. In 

experimental manipulation, it is desirable to see no effect in the control condition. This appeared 

to be the case in this study, and more well-controlled studies may show similar results. With 

improvements on the coding system presented here, high interrater reliability can potentially be 

achieved. With improved interrater reliability, this method of analysis may be useful for the 

systematic evaluation of writing centers. As writing centers are typically housed within a larger 

tutoring center, there is the potential to recruit control participants from students who attend 

other types of tutoring services.  

 Continuing research in this area is worthwhile for many reasons. The question of what 

type of tutoring method is most effective has yet to be answered. The theoretical framework to 

explain why directive tutoring should be more effective appears sound. The next step is to 

provide experimental research to support this theory. In addition, questions about the relation 

between measures of change and grades have been raised here. In order to best understand how 

to help undergraduate students improve their writing skills in an effective and efficient way, it is 

important to seek answers to these questions. If writing assignment grades do not reflect 

substantial improvements in measures of macrostructure and microstructure, what do they 

reflect? The goal of a writing assignment should be good writing, not good grades. Therefore, if 
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the aim is to improve a student’s writing skills, perhaps we need to reevaluate the grading system 

that is currently used. This is an area of research that would benefit from multi-disciplinary 

collaboration. Writing centers, educators, developmental psychologists, and SLPs all have 

expertise that is necessary to address these questions and fill these gaps in knowledge.  

This area of research should be of particular interest to the field of speech-language 

pathology. SLPs typically see students with literacy difficulties from preschool through high 

school. However, SLPs rarely provide services to these students once they have reached college. 

Richards (2015) highlighted this important issue as the number of students with learning and or 

language difficulties in college has increased. It is more likely that these students will receive 

help from a writing center than from an SLP. It is known that students with language 

impairments do not learn in the same way as typically-developing students. Two effective 

writing intervention strategies for students with language or learning difficulties include: explicit 

instruction of all steps in the writing process and explicit instruction of genre-specific 

conventions (Richards, 2015). Yet, nondirective tutoring methods are used with these students 

without evidence for whether they work for this population. This lack of evidence is a disservice 

to those students, as they may not benefit from these types of tutoring strategies.  
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