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ABSTRACT 

 

STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION: USING SELF-REGULATED STRATEGY 

DEVELOPMENT IN AN AFRICAN SEMINARY 

by 

Sulee Persephone Kindle 

July 2016 

 

 Academic writing can present a challenge to many students as it is a complex 

process.  This process can be even more difficult for students from a non-English 

speaking background.  Research suggests that writing strategy instruction and self-

regulation techniques can be effective in improving writing.  Self-Regulatory Strategy 

Development teaches writing and self-regulatory strategies through explicit, flexible, 

cooperative, and recursive teaching methods.  In order to address the academic writing 

needs of students within an English-based Cameroonian seminary, SRSD was 

implemented to determine its effectiveness in improving essay writing abilities.  The 

findings of this project are presented in the form of a journal-ready article (JRA). 

  



!

!
iv!

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 This project is dedicated to my late father, James Curtis Harris, a teacher of the 

highest quality and integrity, who taught me to love both Jesus Christ and academics.  I 

am also grateful to Tangko E. Njang for his love, encouragement, and belief in me 

through this process.   

 

 
 



 1 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Chapter Page 

I OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT ........................................................................... 3!

PROJECT BACKGROUND ................................................................................... 4!

SIGNIFICANCE OF PROJECT ............................................................................. 7!

SCOPE & LIMITATIONS ...................................................................................... 8!

DEFINITION OF TERMS ...................................................................................... 9!

LITERATURE REVIEW ...................................................................................... 12!

PROCEDURES ..................................................................................................... 23!

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 1 .............................................................................. 26 

 

II INTRODUCTION TO JOURNAL READY ARTICLE ....................................... 29!

JOURNAL READY ARTICLE ............................................................................ 30!

Purpose of the Project .................................................................................... 32!
Framework of the Project .............................................................................. 34!
Methodology .................................................................................................. 39!
Procedures ..................................................................................................... 40!
Data Analysis ................................................................................................. 47!
Findings ......................................................................................................... 48!
Discussion ...................................................................................................... 55!
Implications ................................................................................................... 57!
Limitations ..................................................................................................... 59!
References ..................................................................................................... 61!
Tables ............................................................................................................ 65!
Appendices .................................................................................................... 68 

 
 

III INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................. 73!

DISCUSSION ........................................................................................................ 74!

REFLECTION ....................................................................................................... 75!



 2 

FUTURE PLANS .................................................................................................. 77!

REFERENCES ...................................................................................................... 80!

 
 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 3 

Chapter I 
 

Overview of the Project 

Writing is a powerful form of communication used in many aspects of life.  It can 

influence, entertain, inform, inspire and educate.  Writing is used in almost all settings 

and all arenas of life.  In school settings, students express their knowledge and 

understanding to teachers through writing.  In universities, writing demands are 

significant.  Students often write to explain, describe, argue, and persuade. Since writing 

permeates university academics, effective expository writing skills are essential for 

university students to achieve academic success. 

The process of writing is quite complex, involving many simultaneous cognitive 

actions.  Writers use knowledge, skills and strategies to generate ideas, organize them 

effectively, translate those ideas to text using proper language rules, and revise their 

writing for effectiveness (Biggs, Lai, Tang, & Lavelle, 1999; MacArthur, Philippakos, & 

Lanetta, 2014).  Skilled writing involves self-regulation, problem solving skills, and 

knowledge of writing genres (Harris, Graham, Friedlander, & Laud, 2013). 

A complex process like writing can present difficulties for students facing 

academic challenges, such as a non-English speaking background.  Students must master 

content knowledge, and also master the procedural knowledge necessary for writing 

(Wong & Storey, 2006), all in a language where they might still be struggling with 

grammar and vocabulary.  This project was designed specifically to offer writing 

intervention to English as a Subsequent Language (ESL) students struggling to meet 

university writing needs by offering an evidence-based instructional method. 
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Project Background 

This teacher research takes place in a seminary located in the West African nation 

of Cameroon, where English is widely used, but is not the first or often even second 

language of its citizens.  English is the academic language used at the school.  For many 

years, the seminary has not had a full-time English teacher.  Faculty and staff members, 

or sometimes the spouses of faculty members, who are willing to teach the course, have 

filled the role. When discussing English levels and abilities at the seminary, professors 

and administrators have expressed that English language education is a great need at the 

school, specifically in the area of writing, because the writing skills of students are often 

inadequate to fulfill the academic writing requirements of the school.   

The seminary offers a Bachelor’s degree, and most students complete the course 

requirements in three to four years.  “English Grammar and Composition” is required in 

students’ first year, with the goal of preparing students to complete assignments and write 

well in their content classes.  As a three-credit course, the teacher had three hours per 

week in class to work with students on English language skills.  This time needed to be 

maximized, and the researcher therefore sought a specific writing strategy that addresses 

the most urgent writing needs of the students that, once learned, could be applied to 

diverse writing assignments in various content areas.   

This action research will pertain to a writing strategy called Self-Regulatory 

Strategy Development (SRSD), in the hopes of positively supplementing the current 

curriculum, and providing students with a strategy and framework for writing for many 

purposes.  Self-Regulatory Strategy Development is an instructional approach designed 

to help students learn and maintain task-specific strategies using self-regulatory 
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procedures through flexible and recursive instructional procedures.  Through teacher 

modeling, scaffolding, and allowing independent practice, students learn to organize, 

write, and revise their work through memorization and implementation of writing and 

self-regulatory strategies.  SRSD also allows for flexibility in instruction to fit students’ 

needs, as teachers and students monitor progress (Graham & Harris, 1999; Harris & 

Graham, 1993; Harris, Graham, Friedlander, & Laud, 2013; Harris, Graham, Mason, & 

Saddler, 2002).   

Research Site and Demographics 

Cameroon is divided into two sections, Anglophone and Francophone, based on 

historical African colonization patterns.  The government school system, primary through 

secondary, uses English and French for instructional purposes.  However, there are over 

280 distinct languages in Cameroon, and these are the primary languages spoken in 

homes and rural communities.  In the large towns and cities in the English-speaking 

region, Cameroonian Pidgin English is much more widespread than Standard English. 

The seminary is located in the Anglophone area of Cameroon, and English is 

therefore the language used for all professional purposes.  The seminary is a theological 

institution with Bachelor’s and Master’s programs as well as certificate programs for 

students with little educational background.  The Bachelor of Arts (BA) program 

currently has 86 students.  All BA students complete one year (6 credits) of English 

Grammar and Composition their first year as a remedial, but required course.   

Seminary students come from many ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, but almost 

all are Cameroonian in nationality, with some students from neighboring Nigeria and 

Congo.  Ages of students range from 19 to 46, and the vast majority of students are male.  
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Participants 

The BA English Grammar and Composition class in which this teacher research 

took place consisted of 29 students, 25 male and 4 female.  All BA students have 

completed the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level exams.  These exams are 

high stakes standardized tests required for completion of high school.  Most students take 

between three and five exams in subjects of their choice. This means the students are not 

required to be proficient in English, but proficient enough to pass the content exams.  

Most Cameroonian universities require entering students to pass three exams, but the 

seminary only requires two.   

The seminary also has an entrance exam, testing students’ theological knowledge, 

however there is no English proficiency exam.  Students entering “English Grammar and 

Composition” are given an exam the first day of class, testing grammar and writing based 

on a seventh grade American textbook assessment.  If students receive 85% or higher on 

the test, they are not required to take the class.   

Researcher Background 

At the time of this study, the researcher was living in Cameroon while working 

with a non-profit linguistic organization. This organization worked alongside nationals to 

perform and promote linguistics, literacy, multilingual education and Bible translation.  

The seminary works closely with this organization in linguistics and Bible translation.  

The researcher was invited to the school in order to teach English full-time. 

 Since 2009, the researcher has lived in Cameroon a total of five years.  She has 

taught expatriate and Cameroonian students in primary and secondary institutions, and 
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worked with mother tongue literacy programs.  She has been teaching at the seminary for 

one school year, with the plan to continue there indefinitely. 

Significance of Project 

Academic writing is required in all content classes at this institution, and each 

instructor has his or her own requirements and specifications for written assignments.  

The purpose of this project is to provide students with an effective writing strategy that 

can be easily reproduced in their content classes to fit the specifications of each 

instructor.  By memorizing and practicing the writing strategy, as well as learning to self-

regulate and self-assess in the writing process, students will have a workable tool that can 

be applied to many writing situations. 

The researcher will teach students the strategies for organization, effective writing 

(including clear content, structure, word choice, fluency, and conventions), and self-

regulation.   Using the tenets of SRSD, the teacher will instruct, model, support and 

provide students opportunities for independent practice, using a mnemonic device called 

based on POW+TREE (Berry & Mason, 2012; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 2006; Harris, 

Lane, Graham, Driscoll, Sandmel, Brindle, & Schatschneider, 2012; Mason, Harris, & 

Graham, 2011).  This researcher added two steps, making the mnemonic device POWER 

+ TREE.  It stands for Pick an Idea, Organize, Write, Edit, Revise and Topic, Reason, 

Explain, and Ending.  This project will be conducted in the hopes of improving academic 

writing skills, and will answer the research question:  If Self-Regulated Strategy 

Development is taught, what will happen to the academic writing abilities of the 

students? 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 8 

Academic writing abilities will be measured in the following five categories of 

effective writing traits, taken from class textbook, “Writers INC” by Sebranek, Kemper, 

& Mayer (2006): 1) Ideas: presenting a clear, focused topic throughout with supporting 

ideas that are thoroughly elaborated; 2) Organization: arranging writing around a basic 

structure with clear beginning, middle, end, and transitions; 3) Word choice: using 

appropriate and specific language to communicate a clear message; 4) Sentence fluency: 

writing a variety of complete and clear sentences that flow smoothly; and 5) 

Conventions: following the accepted standards of grammar, punctuation, mechanics, and 

spelling.   

Scope & Limitations 

This research takes place within one class at the seminary.  It focuses on the 

writing abilities of 29 students in the first year BA English Grammar and Composition 

class.  Only students hailing from the Anglophone region of Cameroon, having received 

prior education conducted in English, are included in the research.  This sample size is 

representative of the school, in educational background, ratio of male students to female 

students, age range, and variety of cultural backgrounds.  The teacher research was 

conducted during 6 weeks of instruction in this unit. 

Limitations include time, schedule, attendance, and cultural values.  The length of 

the unit was affected by the institutional schedule, as administrative demands interrupted 

the class schedule the second and third weeks of instruction.  Also, classes were 

scheduled in the afternoon, with two hours of three weekly hours directly following the 

lunch break and one hour scheduled in the late afternoon after a full day of classes.  This 
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affected motivation and attention in class.  Attendance and tardiness were also factors, as 

they affected instruction and completion of assignments. 

Self-reflection questionnaires were gathered throughout the project to collect 

qualitative data.  The results, while informative to the teacher, may or may not 

necessarily be applied to a wider context.  Also, in reviewing the surveys, one must 

consider the high cultural value of respect for authority within this setting.  Respect 

mandates that those in lower positions, i.e. students, show deference to those in higher 

positions, i.e. teachers.  Criticism of authority is not allowed.  Therefore, answers to 

direct questions about difficulties and struggles with the instructional approach may not 

be completely forthright. 

Definition of Terms 

Action Research. Research design in which educators reflect, collect and study 

data, apply changes to their teaching, and often repeat these steps in order to understand 

and improve a specific issue within the classroom (Creswell, 2012).  

Assessment. The consideration and evaluation of a written product (Nielson, 

2012). In this paper, assessment refers to the formal evaluation of students’ writing using 

a rubric. 

Case Study. In-depth research strategy, using quantitative or qualitative data or 

both, that examines a complex phenomena within its context (Yin, 1981; Yin, 2013). 

Cooperative Learning. Social learning activities, such as writing groups or 

discussion activities, in which students work with others in various groupings (Wang & 

Bakken, 2004). 
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Edit. To proofread writing for errors in convention, such as grammar, mechanics 

(spelling and capitalization), and punctuation (Sebranek, Kemper, & Mayer, 2006).  

English as a Subsequent Language (ESL). Conventionally, ESL has referred to 

English as a Second Language, but can also mean English as a Subsequent Language 

(Moussu, 2013).  Within this paper, ESL is not limited to speakers of English as a second 

language specifically, but to nonnative speakers of English, irrespective of the number of 

languages spoken. 

English Language Learners (ELL). A heterogeneous group of students, with 

diverse English language proficiency, gifts, needs, backgrounds, languages and goals 

(NCTE, 2008). 

Expository essay. An essay written to inform, explain, discuss or interpret, that 

includes a clear thesis statement and effective supporting ideas (Sebranek, Kemper, & 

Mayer, 2006). 

Metacognition. Knowledge of one’s own learning (Lam, 2014).  

Persuasive writing. Writing genre in which writers provide reasons and 

explanations for a particular point of view (Mason, Harris, & Graham, 2011). 

Pidgin English. Pidgin, defined by Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary 

(1993), is, “A simplified speech used for communication between people with different 

languages.”  In this case, it is a simplified version of English widely used throughout 

Cameroon. 

POW+TREE. A mnemonic strategy to remember the steps of the writing process 

and the organization of a persuasive essay.  POW stands for Pick my idea, Organize my 

notes, and Write and say more.  During the organization of notes, the mnemonic TREE is 
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used, representing Topic sentence, Reasons: 3 or more, Explanation for each reason, 

Ending (Berry & Mason, 2012; Harris et al., 2006; Harris et al., 2012; Mason et al., 

2011).   

POWER+TREE. The author of this research has adjusted POW to simply read 

Pick a topic, Organize, and Write, and added two steps to the mnemonic: Edit and 

Revise.  Within this instructional unit, POWER stands for (Pick a topic, Organize, Write, 

Edit, and Revise).  TREE has also been adjusted slightly for this unit, reading: Topic, 

Reasons, Explain, and Ending. 

Process writing. Rather than a single act, writing is a process developed through 

multiple drafts, reflection, revision, and assessment (Lam, 2014). 

Revise. To make changes in organization, ideas, voice, word choice, and fluency 

of writing in order to improve the meaning (Sebranek, Kemper, & Mayer, 2006). 

Rubric. Analytic scoring guide used to measure the quality of writing 

performance (Baghbadorani & Roohani, 2014).  In this paper, the rubric scored ideas, 

organization, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions based on a 4-point scale. 

Scaffolding. Gradually transferring responsibility of strategy use from the teacher 

to the student, using guided practice, moving the student to independence (Harris, 

Graham & Mason, 2006). 

Self-assessment. The reflection and evaluation of one’s own writing (Nielson, 

2012). 

Self-efficacy. One’s perception of their ability as a writer, their self-confidence in 

writing (Nielson, 2012).  
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Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD).  Instructional writing model that 

includes explicit, cooperative learning in which students learn and develop strategies for 

planning and revising, as well as methods for self-regulating during the use of these 

writing strategies throughout the writing process (Harris, Graham, Friedlander, & Laud, 

2013; Sexton, Harris, & Graham, 1998). 

Self-regulation. Management of one’s learning in order to achieve goals, using 

procedures such as self-instructions, goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-reinforcement 

(Harris, Graham, Mason, & Saddler, 2002; Lam, 2014). 

Standard English. “The English that with respect to spelling, grammar, 

pronunciation, and vocabulary is substantially uniform though not devoid of regional 

differences, that is well established by usage in the formal and informal speech and 

writing of the educated, and that is widely recognized as acceptable wherever English is 

spoken and understood.” (Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 1993).    

Literature Review 

Effective expository academic writing skills are necessary for students from 

middle school through university and post-graduate study.  In institutions of higher 

learning, academic writing can be a challenge not only for students coming from Western 

secondary schools and speaking English as a first language, but can be especially difficult 

for students with a Non-English Speaking Background.  This is true, not only within the 

United States, but also around the world, where Westernized education is sometimes 

utilized, and people from diverse linguistic and educational backgrounds are attending 

Westernized institutions (Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pappamihel, Nishimata, & 

Mihai, 2008; Pessoa, Miller, & Kaufer, 2014; Wang & Bakken, 2004; Weaver & 
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Jackson, 2011).  Since writing permeates university academics, this literature review 

focuses on key themes in writing instruction for ESL students at the university level, as 

well as writing strategies that address those themes.  Many of the specific writing 

strategies discussed here have been studied in middle school and secondary school, but 

they are appropriate to this review as this is the level of English skills students currently 

demonstrate at the seminary. 

University ESL Writing 

It is clear from the literature that ESL students require additional support in the 

area of writing.  Short term intensive writing programs can offer some help to students 

(Weaver & Jackson, 2011), but longer programs specifically designed to assist ESL 

students have proven to be very effective (Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pappamihel 

et al., 2008).  According to the Needs Assessment performed by Wang & Bakken (2004), 

long-term writing assistance for ESL students is a suggested necessary practice at 

universities.  

This support should include cooperative learning, where students are able to learn 

from each other and practice their English skills in a social environment (Wang & 

Bakken, 2004).  Writing groups and discussion activities can be an effective means of 

cooperative learning, and individual help from peers and teachers has proven useful (Li & 

Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pessoa et al., 2014; Wang & Bakken, 2004; Weaver & 

Jackson, 2011).  Editing with peers offers students opportunities to apply and explain 

what they know, cementing their knowledge and understanding, and therefore improving 

their own work (Birjandi & Tamjid, 2012; Wong & Storey, 2006). 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 14 

Support should also include a focus on writing content and meaning as well as 

viewing writing as a multi-step process (Moussu, 2013).  Historically, university ESL 

programs, and even the preferences of ESL students, have focused on form over content 

(Moussu, 2013; Leki & Carson, 1997).  They’ve emphasized individual, discrete skills 

such as mastering conventions, like grammar and vocabulary, rather than integrated and 

contextualized skills.  By focusing on fluency, clarity and content, ESL students’ writing 

can be more effective (Ewert, 2011). 

If the goal of writing instruction at the university level is to prepare students for 

writing expectations within the university and professional world, then writing instruction 

must have practical purposes.  Writing skills learned in the writing class should be 

transferrable to other classes.  While some aspects of personal writing may transfer to 

academic writing, this is not the type of writing most commonly found in content area 

classes.  Writing instruction needs to benefit other classes and should interface with 

disciplinary writing (Leki & Carson, 1997).  

When considering supplemental programs for ESL students, it is important that 

instructors understand the difficulties faced by students as they encounter the new 

academic style in which they are writing (Pessoa et al., 2014).  Many students not only 

lack grammatical and lexical knowledge, but can also have little experience with English 

academic texts (Ewert, 2011).  The reading and writing of academic English texts are 

linked, so if students struggle with academic reading, they are more likely to struggle 

with academic writing (Phakiti & Li, 2011). 
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Academic English Style Instruction 

Within academic writing, English has a particular style and rhetorical convention 

that is dependent on the arrangement and organization of ideas, use of specific language 

and vocabulary, understanding of genres, and the ability to use evidence to support main 

ideas and details.  A successful writing strategy must include explicit instruction on 

academic English style (Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pessoa et al., 2014; Weaver & 

Jackson, 2011).  Interestingly, in Wang & Bakken’s (2004) assessment, ESL students 

stated a more pressing need to understand grammar and word usage, but instructors were 

actually more concerned with students’ organizational abilities, because students do not 

realize that is an area where they need to improve.  Therefore, an important aspect of 

effective writing instruction is explicit text structure instruction. 

Text Structure Instruction 

Skilled writers understand the basic structures of the texts they write (Graham & 

Harris, 2016).  “Text structures provide students with frameworks for understanding the 

content area texts” (Montelongo et al., 2010, p. 657).  Students should be instructed in the 

various text structures, including parts of a book, headings and sub-heading, placement of 

main ideas and details, introductions and conclusions (Bluestein, 2010; Montelongo et 

al., 2010).  Students should be exposed to many examples of text structures in order to 

recognize basic components and use those basic components in their own work. 

Students need practice reading and understanding these structures and noting the 

interrelationship between ideas.  Once structures are explicitly taught, teachers should 

provide students opportunities to deconstruct expository text, using the framework 

they’ve learned.  Students should practice taking apart the paragraph and finding the main 
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ideas and details.  This can be done using graphic organizers (Hedin & Conderman, 2010; 

Montelongo et al., 2010).  Students need to be explicitly taught the various structures so 

that they can apply that knowledge to their own writing.  Text structure awareness 

improves students’ overall writing quality (Graham & Harris, 2016; Lam, 2015). 

Text structure is an important aspect of writing instruction, and should be an 

integral part of teaching expository writing (Reynolds & Perin, 2009).  In the study 

conducted by Guzel-Ozmen (2009), before the teachers began the process of modeling 

self-regulation, their first step was to instruct students in the text structure of their 

particular composition, problem/solution.  By defining and recognizing expository 

structures of topics, details, and conclusion, students can use that knowledge base in their 

own writing. The same graphic organizers used for deconstructing writing pieces can 

then be used to reconstruct or write a new paragraph in the students’ own words 

(Montelongo et al., 2010).  

Process Writing 

 Process writing, the idea that writing is not a single act, but a process involving 

many steps, is also an important factor in effective writing strategies.  Students struggling 

with writing often lack necessary information about the writing process (Harris, Graham, 

Mason & Saddler, 2002).  When students learn to write, it is essential that they learn to 

plan and organizing before writing, and after writing, they should revise and edit (Li & 

Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pappamihel et al., 2008).  Reviewing and revising one’s 

writing and/or having an outside observer help has been found to be helpful for ESL 

students (Pessoa et al., 2014; Weaver & Jackson, 2011).  Drafting, writing, and revising 
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are important steps that will improve student writing as each step provides an opportunity 

to self-regulate and self-assess.  

Revision is an essential step in the writing process.  “Skilled revision involves 

critically reading one’s writing and comparing it to a representation of intended text, 

noting discrepancies, and making changes so the existing text becomes more in line with 

the ideal text” (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013, p. 129).  Skilled revision positively affects 

overall writing quality (Wong & Storey, 2006).  This requires an emphasis on the text as 

a whole, consideration of rhetorical features, fluency, clarity, and text development and 

organization, rather than an emphasis on surface features, like spelling, mechanics, and 

word choice (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; Ewert, 2011; Moussu, 2013).  Revision can 

be considered more as writing development, not writing correction (Wong & Storey, 

2006). 

Metacognition and Self-Efficacy 

Metacognition is comprised of eight aspects, including self-efficacy, self-

awareness, resourcefulness, self-monitoring, goal setting, choice, self-motivation, and 

attribution.  Thinking about one’s thinking and believing in one’s abilities are closely 

related and contribute positively to writing performance.  If students understand their 

strengths and weakness, they can properly utilize their abilities and/or seek training to 

enhance their skills (Kuiper, Murdock, & Grant, 2010; Martinez, Kock, & Cass, 2011).   

The understanding of one’s thinking and learning as well as the management of 

that understanding can be taught and encouraged (Wong & Storey, 2006).  Using quality 

teacher feedback and self and peer assessments, students can learn about themselves, 

increase self-efficacy, and become more motivated (Lam, 2015).  Martinez et al. (2011) 
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found that reducing anxiety positively affects self-efficacy, and suggest teaching students 

coping strategies, encouraging students to talk to teachers outside class, and promoting 

reading. 

Self-Regulation 

Students can be more productive and effective using self-regulatory procedures, 

because writing is demanding work and a complicated process (Harris et al, 2002; Lam, 

2015).  Self-regulation includes self-instructions, goal setting, self-monitoring, and self-

reinforcement.  Each of these, while not necessarily visible actions, can be taught through 

direct instruction and teacher modeling.  Goal setting, as it applies to writing, can be 

demonstrated and practiced.  Self-monitoring can be done through the use of graphic 

organizers.  The teacher can express self-instructions though audible self-talk, in which 

they vocalize internal thoughts.  Self-reinforcement can be discussed, but comes more 

naturally when students realize their progress (Mason et al., 2011). 

Writing lends itself to self-regulation because writing is an intentional activity 

with many parts and processes.  Self-regulation offers routines and “building blocks” for 

the writing process, and offers the writer opportunities for fine-tuning in the process 

(Graham & Harris, 2000). Regulating one’s own learning and behaviors allows students 

to be autonomous in their writing by assisting students in remembering and maintaining 

writing strategies and transferring those strategies to various situations (Harris & 

Graham, 1999; Lam 2015; MacArthur, Philippakos, & Ianetta, 2014). 

Strategy Instruction 

Skilled writers have a stock of strategies at their disposal for managing the writing 

process, such as task analysis, organization of content in specific genres, and revising for 
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ideas (Graham & Harris, 2016; MacArthur et al., 2014).  These strategies, like self-

regulation, are not visible actions; so teaching them explicitly makes them tangible and 

understandable (Graham, Harris, & MacArthur, 2006).  Task-specific strategies are useful 

as they can be duplicated in independent writing, so it is important to teach students not 

only how to use them, but when to use them (Wong & Storey, 2006). Especially in the 

ESL context, where writing can be especially confusing and complex, writing strategies 

provide valuable support to language learners (Baghbadorani & Roohani, 2014). 

Self-Regulated Strategy Development  

Self-Regulated Strategy Development was designed to address affective, 

behavioral and cognitive needs of students and provide powerful interventions for 

students tackling writing challenges (Harris & Graham, 1999).  It is a teaching method 

involving explicit, interactive and scaffolded instruction to teach specific planning, 

writing and revising strategies, and how to apply these strategies across writing genres 

(Graham et al., 2006; Harris et al, 2013; Mason et al, 2011) 

The key components of Self-Regulated Strategy Development are self-regulation 

and strategy instruction.  “SRSD is designed to promote independent use of task-specific 

writing strategies by teaching students cognitive and self-regulation strategies so that they 

can better understand and regulate the writing process” (Mason, Kubina, & Taft, 2009, p. 

206).  SRSD instruction generally flows in the same order starting with developing 

background knowledge and explicit text structure instruction, interactive discussion of 

strategies, teacher modeling of self-regulation and writing strategies, memorization of 

strategies, followed by guided practice, or scaffolding, in order to move the student 

toward independent practice, and eventually maintenance (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; 
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Graham et al, 2006; Harris et al, 2013; Guzel-Ozmen, 2009; Lienemann & Reid, 2008; 

Mason et al., 2009; Santangelo, Harris & Graham, 2008).  Taking student needs into 

account, these steps can be rearranged and repeated as necessary (Harris et al, 2013). 

According to Harris et al. (2013), “SRSD for writing has had the strongest impact 

of any strategies instruction approach in writing and has been deemed an evidence-based 

practice or received favorable ratings by multiple evaluators (p. 539).  The use of SRSD 

has been effective for students with LD and ESL.  The method organizes instruction in 

such a way as to reduce the demands on working memory, by teaching small steps and 

utilizing guided practice (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; Lienemann & Reid, 2008; 

Sexton, Harris, & Graham, 1998). SRSD can also help with standardized tests that call 

for short essay in timed periods, as students will need to plan and write independently in 

a short amount of time (Mason et al., 2011).  SRSD has also shown effectiveness in 

writing performance with students of all ages and various writing levels, from elementary 

to university (Graham & Harris, 1999; Harris & Graham, 1999; MacArthur et al, 2014; 

Santangelo et al, 2008). 

Various mnemonics to remember the writing process are used independently or in 

tandem with other mnemonics, and memorized by students.  Some include POW: pick 

my idea, organize my notes, write and say more, TREE: Topic Sentence, reasons, 

examine (or examples), ending (Lienemann & Reid, 2008; Mason et al., 2009), PLAN: 

pay attention to the prompt, list main ideas, add supporting ideas, number your ideas, 

WRITE: Work from your plan, remember your goals, include transition words, try to use 

different kinds of sentences, exciting, interesting words (Reynolds & Perin, 2009), and 

POWER: plan, organize, write, edit, revise (Guzel-Ozmen, 2009), STOP: Suspend 
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judgment, take a side, Organize your idea, and Plan more while you write, DARE: 

Develop their topic sentence, Add supporting details, reject possible arguments for the 

other side, end with a conclusion (Jacobson & Reid, 2010).  

In each study, students made gains after being instructed in SRSD, and current 

research demonstrates that SRSD is effective in improving students’ writing skills.  

Improvements in writing were made in quality, length, and structure of compositions.  

Students successfully moved from teacher modeling to independent practice, and they 

used self-regulating strategies in their writing process (Guzel-Ozmen, 2009; Lienemann 

& Reid, 2008; Mason et al., 2011).  Included within self-regulatory strategy instruction in 

these studies was an emphasis on teaching expository text structure, as outlined 

previously.  

Time Management 

One final element that should be addressed in effective writing instruction, for 

university students especially, is time management.  In the study by Pessoa, Miller, & 

Kaufer (2014), many students conveyed their struggle with time management.  

Additionally, in the research by Wang & Bakken (2004), students indicated that time is a 

resource they lack, as the writing demands require a substantial amount of time in 

addition to their normal university workload.  Weaver & Jackson (2011) point out that 

students expressed their satisfaction in having learned how to manage time well through 

the writing intervention. 

Case Studies 

Case studies are a valid and useful type of research strategy, and they can offer a 

unique perspective since they are conducted within a specific context.  The phenomena 
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being studied is not removed its context, therefore making the context integrated with the 

research (Creswell, 2012; Yin, 1981; Yin, 2013).  Case studies can be especially useful in 

cases in which context is important and in which one is evaluating broad and complex 

ideas (Yin, 2013).  These are in-depth studies requiring large amounts of data from a 

specific activity, occurrence, procedure, person or group of persons (Creswell, 2012). 

Data collected from case studies can be quantitative or qualitative or both, but 

should be organized in such a way as to avoid problems with analysis.  Qualitative data 

should be structurally organized by theme, and not written in long narratives, and the 

huge quantities of quantitative data should be scaled down to only include meaningful 

details (Yin, 1981).  When arriving at conclusions with case study research, one must be 

careful in providing explanations for events or trends and also with generalizing the 

small-scale study to a larger population (Yin, 2013). 

Discussion 

Writing instruction for ESL students at the university level is a skill that must be 

addressed by faculty.  Quality instruction is necessary for students to progress in their 

studies and eventually make contributions to education and society at large.  In order to 

effectively teach, instructors must make an effort to specifically address ESL needs and 

make time for writing programs and interventions.  These interventions should include 

Academic English and text structure instruction, process writing, self-regulation, and 

task-specific strategy instruction, possibly using SRSD as an effective strategy.  

Academic writing is a valuable and necessary tool for all students across all subjects. 

Action research, as it takes place in this study, was completed within one specific 

classroom within one specific context, using a small population as its sample size.  It is 
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therefore considered a case study, and will be treated as such.  The researcher collected 

both quantitative and qualitative data, used the meaningful quantitative data for analysis, 

and organized qualitative data by theme.  There is no attempt at an explanation for 

events, and generalization is limited to the specific classroom.  

Procedures 

The case study took place in six weeks over an eight-week period of time 

beginning the last week of January 2016, the start of the second semester, and concluding 

the third week of March 2016, the midway point of the semester.  Students were 

informed that the focus during the semester was on composition, specifically beginning 

with persuasive essays.  They would practice their writing skills and learn how to 

evaluate their own writing in order to write for other classes at the seminary.  Students 

were provided with folders and asked to keep all their work from this unit in order to 

review it, evaluate it, and observe their growth in the writing process.  The unit followed 

the 6 steps of Self-Regulated Strategy Development, development of knowledge, 

discussion, modeling, memorization, and independent performance, repeating and 

reordering steps as necessary.   

Preparation 

Students completed an initial self-reflection (Appendix A), answering questions 

about their view of themselves as writers, their writing goals, and their writing process 

when given a writing assignment for school.  As a pre-assessment of students’ essay 

writing before the unit, students were asked to write a 5-paragraph persuasive essay on 

education.  They could write about a specific aspect of education or education in general.  

Students had two hours to write the essay.  Essays were scored with the same 4-point 
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rubric used throughout the unit (Appendix B), and scores provided a baseline assessment.  

The essays and self-reflection further provided the researcher with information to guide 

instruction.  

Writing Strategy Implementation 

After the pre-assessment and self-reflection, students were taught the writing 

process using a mnemonic POWER, which stands for Pick a topic, Organize, Write, Edit, 

and Revise.  The class discussed the idea that writing is a process, not one simple act.  

The teacher explained the importance of self-regulation, including self-monitoring, goal 

setting, and self-assessment, throughout the writing process.   

Students were also taught the basic organization of a persuasive essay, using a 

second mnemonic TREE, which is Topic, Reason, Explain, and Ending.  The mnemonics 

were memorized in the first lesson, displayed on poster board in the classroom (Appendix 

C), and distributed in paper form to keep in students’ portfolios.  Then they were 

reviewed consistently throughout the unit. 

Together, the class read examples of persuasive essays.  The basic parts were 

shown to students in the first example, and in subsequent examples, students recognized 

the organizational setup and the key parts.  After seeing multiple examples of TREE 

organization, students were given their initial essay, and asked to self-assess their 

organization using TREE Rubric (Appendix D).  Students were informed that they would 

evaluate their own work throughout this unit and preferably in all future writing. 

The teacher modeled the entire process of writing a persuasive essay using 

POW+TREE.  The editing and revising portion was saved for a later lesson.  The teacher 

explained each step and used self-talk to describe her thought processes. This lesson was 
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followed by a collaborative writing exercise, in which students and teacher, using 

POW+TREE, completed a persuasive essay.  Students were then assigned to write a first 

draft of a persuasive essay, using POW+TREE. 

To teach editing and revising, the SRSD instruction process was started from the 

beginning with an instructional lesson, using the textbook, “Writers INC” by Sebranek, 

Kemper, & Mayer (2006).  The teacher then modeled editing and revising, and then led a 

collaborative class edit and revision of an essay.  Students then practiced on their own 

essay using a checklist provided by the instructor (Appendix E) and rewrote it based on 

their corrections.  Then, using the assessment rubric, students assessed their own work.  

This essay was collected as the first independent essay after instruction, and was scored 

according to the 4-point rubric by the instructor.  Students then wrote three more essays 

independently over a 3-week period, using all steps, and all essays were collected and 

scored by the instructor.  Between independent practice essays, the teacher offered mini-

lessons on fluency, mechanics, and grammar, as well as collaborative writing lessons on 

applying TREE to non-persuasive essays. 

Self-regulation  

Students practiced self-regulation throughout the unit.  Through self-reflection 

questionnaires, students considered their own learning and skills and also set goals and 

reflected on the achievement of those goals.  Through the mnemonics, students were able 

to monitor their writing process.  Using the rubric (Appendix B) and editing and revising 

checklists (Appendix E) provided by the teacher, students assessed their work in the edit 

and revise stages of the process and also in the final submitted product. 
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Self-reflection questionnaires were completed four times throughout the unit 

(Appendix A).  The first asked students to consider themselves as a writer and analyze 

their strengths, weaknesses, and goals.  In the second, students were asked to analyze the 

benefits and challenges of using POWER+TREE, and evaluate their own growth in 

writing.  The third self-reflection asked students to compare their self-assessment with 

the teacher’s assessment of their work, and consider why there were differences.  The 

final reflection was very similar to the first in order to have students realize their growth 

and re-assess their strengths and weakness as writers. 

Mnemonics like POWER+TREE are in themselves self-regulatory.  Students are 

able to monitor their writing and make sure each appropriate step is followed, and each 

element of the essay is included.  Students were able to self-monitor with the use of 

outlines based on TREE that were given to them each time they wrote an essay, except 

for the post-assessment essay in which students were expected to complete the process 

with no assistance from the instructor.  Editing and revising checklists adapted from 

“Writers INC” were provided for students to evaluate their own writing, and seeing and 

understanding the rubric throughout gave students the opportunity to assess their own 

work prior to submission. 

Summary of Chapter 1 

The importance of writing in academic contexts cannot be overemphasized.  

Students at all levels use writing to convey messages and express knowledge.  Writing is 

a complex process of planning, drafting, and revising with many choices being made as 

to style, ideas, fluency, and organization during the process.  Since writing is a complex 

process, self-regulatory techniques as well as specific writing strategies can be useful to 
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support autonomous writers.  Within the context of an African seminary relying on 

English as its academic language, this teacher research was designed to offer students a 

set of strategies, both self-regulatory and procedural, using an instructional method called 

Self-Regulatory Strategy Development (Graham & Harris, 1999; Harris & Graham, 1993; 

Harris, Graham, Friedlander, & Laud, 2013; Harris, Graham, Mason, & Saddler, 2002).    

SRSD was chosen because it addresses the complex nature of writing and 

provides students with tools that can be applied to future writing assignments.  It 

addressed affective needs with such tools as goal setting, self-reflection, and self-

assessment.  It addresses behavioral needs by teaching task-specific strategies that can be 

memorized and reproduced.  And it addresses cognitive needs through metacognition and 

self-efficacy.  All have been shown to be effective in improving writing performance.  

SRSD itself has demonstrated positive results in effective writing for students of various 

ages, writing abilities, academic struggles, and language backgrounds.   

This teacher research was conducted in one first year BA level class at the 

seminary.  Students were pre-assessed on their writing performance and were asked to 

reflect on their own writing.  Following the steps of SRSD, the teacher developed 

background knowledge, discussed text structure, taught and had students memorize the 

mnemonics POWER + TREE for regulation and organization, modeled self-regulation 

and writing strategies, scaffolded those strategies through guided practice, and then gave 

time for independent practice.  Writing quality was assessed using a 4-point rubric 

(Appendix B), and writing samples were gathered in the form of a pre-assessment essay 

and four independently written essays, including a final post-assessment essay.  Self-
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reflection took place four times throughout the unit in the form of questionnaires.  The 

following chapter presents the results of this project and future implications. 
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Chapter II 
 

Introduction to Journal Ready Article 

The following research is presented in the form of a journal ready article (JRA) 

intended for publishing in TESOL International Journal.  This journal is focused on the 

development of teaching of English as an international language to speakers of other 

languages worldwide.  Its readers and contributors are language educators.  This article 

concerns teaching English to students with non-English speaking backgrounds, and 

specifically how to address teaching writing. 

As action research, this project takes place in one classroom by one teacher 

teaching one unit, intending to improve student learning in the area of essay writing and 

also inform her future teaching.  As the teacher is the researcher, first person will be used 

in this article as the author presents her research and findings on the use of one 

instructional method and its effectiveness.  This JRA has been written as a stand-alone 

article, and includes tables, appendices, and a reference list. 
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Abstract 

Self-Regulatory Strategy Development (SRSD) is an interactive instructional 

method used to teach writing through the use of strategies and self-regulation (Harris, 

Graham, Friedlander, & Laud, 2013).  Using SRSD, the researcher implemented a 6-

week essay writing unit in an ESL university classroom in Cameroon, West Africa.  The 

author collected and analyzed data in the form of writing samples, student and teacher 

assessments, and student self-reflections.  The findings demonstrate the effectiveness of 

SRSD within this setting, from a quantitative perspective (rubric-based assessments) and 

a qualitative perspective (student self-reflections).  A discussion on the findings and 

implications for future use of SRSD are included.   
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Academic writing is a valuable and essential tool for all students across all 

subjects.  At the university level, writing demands are significant.  Students convey their 

knowledge and understanding through writing, especially expository writing.  The 

process of writing is quite complex. Skilled writing involves knowledge of writing genres 

and formats, problem solving skills, and self-regulation (Harris, Graham, Friedlander, & 

Laud, 2013).   

Academic English writing can present difficulties for students with a non-English 

speaking background.  Students must master content knowledge, and must also master 

the procedural knowledge necessary for writing, all in a language where they might still 

be struggling with grammar and vocabulary (Wong & Storey, 2006).  This is true, not 

only within the United States, but also around the world, where Westernized English 

education is sometimes utilized, and people from diverse linguistic and educational 

backgrounds are attending Westernized institutions (Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; 

Pappamihel, Nishimata, & Mihai, 2008; Pessoa, Miller, & Kaufer, 2014; Wang & 

Bakken, 2004; Weaver & Jackson, 2011).  This project was designed specifically to offer 

writing intervention, in the form of Self-Regulated Strategy Development, to ESL 

university students in Cameroon struggling to meet academic writing requirements. 

Purpose of the Project 

This action research project took place in a theological seminary located in the 

West African nation of Cameroon, boasting over 270 distinct languages.  English, as one 

of the country’s two official languages, is the academic language of the institution, 

though it is not the primary or often even secondary language of the majority of citizens.  

Academic writing is required in all content classes at this institution, and each instructor 
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has his or her own requirements and specifications for written assignments.  In teaching 

“English Grammar and Composition” to first year Bachelor of Arts students, my goal is 

to prepare them to write well in their content classes and provide students with an 

effective writing strategy that can be easily reproduced and adjusted for a variety of 

writing situations and assignments.   

Self-Regulatory Strategy Development (SRSD) is an instructional approach 

designed to teach task-specific writing strategies using self-regulatory procedures.  

Through teacher modeling, scaffolding, and allowing independent practice, students learn 

to organize, write and revise their work through memorization and implementation of 

writing strategies as well as self-regulatory strategies.  Using flexible and recursive 

instructional procedures, teachers help students learn, maintain, and repeat effective 

writing skills (Graham & Harris, 1999; Harris & Graham, 1993).  

In this project, students were introduced to a mnemonic strategy (POWER + 

TREE) to remember the steps of the writing process and the organization of a persuasive 

essay, based on POW+TREE, a common SRSD strategy.  POW stands for Pick my idea, 

Organize my notes, and Write and say more.  During the organization of notes, the 

mnemonic TREE is used, representing Topic sentence, Reasons: 3 or more, Explanation 

for each reason, Ending (Mason, Harris, & Graham, 2011).  I slightly modified the 

wording for POW and added two additional steps to the mnemonic: Edit and Revise.  

Within this instructional unit, POWER stood for (Pick a topic, Organize, Write, Edit, and 

Revise).  TREE was also modified slightly since the introductory paragraph should 

include more than a topic sentence. T, in this unit, stood for simply Topic, which is a 

broader concept, and could therefore include more features of an introduction, such as 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 34 

introduction of the topic, background information, definition of terms, and the topic 

sentence.  Within this unit, TREE stood for Topic, Reasons, Explain, and Ending. 

This action research was designed to evaluate the effectiveness of SRSD on the 

academic writing abilities of students within this class.  If academic writing skills 

increase, as expected, I will have a flexible teaching tool to supplement the curriculum 

and provide students with strategies for many writing purposes.  The question driving this 

research was:  If Self-Regulated Strategy Development is taught, what will happen to the 

academic writing abilities of the students?  

Academic writing abilities were measured in the following 5 categories of 

effective writing traits: 1) Ideas: presenting a clear, focused topic throughout with 

supporting ideas that are thoroughly elaborated; 2) Organization: arranging writing 

around a basic structure with clear beginning, middle, end, and transitions; 3) Word 

choice: using appropriate and specific language to communicate a clear message; 4) 

Sentence fluency: writing a variety of complete and clear sentences that flow smoothly; 

and 5) Conventions: following the accepted standards of grammar, punctuation, 

mechanics, and spelling (Sebranek. Kemper, & Meyer, 2006). 

Framework of the Project 

In institutions of higher learning, academic writing can be a challenge for all 

students, and can be especially difficult for students with a Non-English Speaking 

Background.  Short-term intensive writing programs can offer some help to students 

(Weaver & Jackson, 2011), but longer programs specifically designed to assist ESL 

students have proven to be very effective (Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pappamihel 

et al., 2008).  Effective programs include some or all of the following: Academic English 
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and text structure instruction, process writing, self-regulation, and task-specific strategy 

instruction.  These key themes as well as SRSD, which addresses these themes, compose 

the framework of this action research. 

Academic English Style and Structure 

In order to prepare students for academic writing expectations at the university 

level, writing instruction must have academic and practical purposes.  Writing instruction 

needs to benefit other classes and should interface with disciplinary writing (Leki & 

Carson, 1997).  Within academic writing, English has a particular style and rhetorical 

convention that is dependent on the arrangement and organization of ideas, use of 

specific language and vocabulary, understanding of genres, and the ability to use 

evidence to support main ideas and details.  A successful writing strategy must include 

explicit instruction on academic English style (Li & Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pessoa 

et al., 2014; Weaver & Jackson, 2011).   

Students should be exposed to and instructed in various expository text structures, 

in order to recognize basic components, including introductions, conclusions, and 

placement of main ideas and details (Bluestein, 2010; Montelongo et al., 2010). Students 

need practice reading and understanding these structures and noting the interrelationship 

between ideas.  Through practice interacting with various structures, students can then 

apply that knowledge to their own writing (Reynolds & Perin, 2009).  Text structure 

awareness improves students’ overall writing quality (Graham & Harris, 2016; Lam, 

2015).  
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Process Writing 

Process writing, the idea that writing is not a single act, but a process involving 

many steps, is an important factor in effective writing strategies.  Students struggling 

with writing often lack necessary information about the writing process (Harris, Graham, 

Mason & Saddler, 2002).  When students learn to write, it is essential that they learn to 

plan and organize before writing, and after writing, they should revise and edit.  (Li & 

Vandermensbrugghe, 2011; Pappamihel et al., 2008)  Reviewing and revising one’s 

writing and/or having an outside observer help has been found to be helpful for ESL 

students (Pessoa et al., 2014; Weaver & Jackson, 2011).  

Effective revision positively affects overall writing quality (Wong & Storey, 

2006). “Skilled revision involves critically reading one’s writing and comparing it to a 

representation of intended text, noting discrepancies, and making changes so the existing 

text becomes more in line with the ideal text” (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013, p. 129). This 

requires an emphasis on the text as a whole, consideration of rhetorical features, fluency, 

clarity, and text development and organization, rather than an emphasis on surface 

features, like spelling, mechanics, and word choice (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; Ewert, 

2011; Moussu, 2013).   

Metacognition and Self-Regulation 

Metacognition, the thinking about one’s thinking and learning, as well as 

believing in one’s abilities are closely related and contribute positively to writing 

performance.  If students understand their strengths and weakness, they can properly 

utilize their abilities and/or seek training to enhance their skills (Kuiper, Murdock, & 

Grant, 2010; Martinez, Kock, & Cass, 2011).  Metacognition and the management of 
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learning can be taught and encouraged (Wong & Storey, 2006).  Using quality teacher 

feedback and self and peer assessments, students can learn about themselves, increase 

self-efficacy, and become more motivated (Lam, 2015).  

Writing lends itself to self-regulation because writing is an intentional activity 

with many parts and processes.  Self-regulation includes self-instructions, goal setting, 

self-monitoring, and self-reinforcement.  Each of these, while not necessarily visible 

actions, can be taught through direct instruction and teacher modeling.  Self-regulation 

offers routines and “building blocks” for the writing process, and offers the writer 

opportunities for fine-tuning in the process (Graham & Harris, 2000). Regulating one’s 

own learning and behaviors allows students to be autonomous in their writing by 

assisting students in remembering and maintaining writing strategies and transferring 

those strategies to various situations (Harris & Graham, 1999; Lam 2015; MacArthur, 

Philippakos, & Ianetta, 2014). 

Strategy Instruction 

Skilled writers have a stock of strategies at their disposal for managing the writing 

process, such as task analysis, organization of content in specific genres, and revising for 

ideas (Graham & Harris, 2016; MacArthur et al., 2014).  These strategies, like self-

regulation, are not visible actions; so teaching them explicitly makes them tangible and 

understandable (Graham, Harris, & MacArthur, 2006).  Task-specific strategies are useful 

as they can be duplicated in independent writing, so it is important to teach students not 

only how to use them, but when to use them (Wong & Storey, 2006). Especially in the 

ESL context, where writing can be especially confusing and complex, writing strategies 

provide valuable support to language learners (Baghbadorani & Roohani, 2014). 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 38 

Self-Regulated Strategy Development  

Self-Regulated Strategy Development was developed to address affective, 

behavioral and cognitive needs of students and provide powerful interventions for 

students tackling writing challenges (Harris & Graham, 1999).  It is a teaching method 

involving explicit, interactive and scaffolded instruction to teach specific planning, 

writing and revising strategies, including various memorized mnemonics to remember the 

writing process, and how to apply these strategies across writing genres (Graham et al., 

2006; Harris et al, 2013; Mason, Harris, & Graham, 2011). 

The key components of Self-Regulated Strategy Development are self-regulation 

and strategy instruction.  “SRSD is designed to promote independent use of task-specific 

writing strategies by teaching students cognitive and self-regulation strategies so that they 

can better understand and regulate the writing process” (Mason et al., 2009, p. 206).  

SRSD instruction generally flows in the same order starting with developing background 

knowledge and explicit text structure instruction, interactive discussion of strategies, 

teacher modeling of self-regulation and writing strategies, memorization of strategies, 

followed by guided practice, or scaffolding, in order to move the student toward 

independent practice, and eventually maintenance (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; Graham 

et al, 2006; Harris et al, 2013; Guzel-Ozmen, 2009; Lienemann & Reid, 2008; Mason et 

al., 2009; Santangelo, Harris & Graham, 2008).  Taking student needs into account, these 

steps can be rearranged and repeated as necessary (Harris et al, 2013). 

“SRSD for writing has had the strongest impact of any strategies instruction 

approach in writing and has been deemed an evidence-based practice or received 

favorable ratings by multiple evaluators (Harris et al, 2013, p. 539).  SRSD has been 
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effective in students with LD and ESL, and organizes instruction in such a way as to 

reduce the demands on working memory, by teaching small steps and utilizing guided 

practice (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; Lienemann & Reid, 2008; Sexton, Harris, & 

Graham, 1998).  SRSD has shown effectiveness in writing performance with students of 

all ages and various writing levels, from elementary to university (Graham & Harris, 

1999; Harris & Graham, 1999; MacArthur et al, 2014; Santangelo et al, 2008).  Students 

successfully moved from teacher modeling to independent practice, and they used self-

regulating strategies in their writing process (Guzel-Ozmen, 2009; Lienemann & Reid, 

2008; Mason et al., 2011). 

Methodology 

The purpose of action research is to improve educational practice through orderly 

exploration of a practical problem aimed at finding a solution (Creswell, 2012).  As 

practical action research, this project was designed to focus on one specific issue 

(persuasive academic writing) in one specific classroom (English Grammar and 

Composition, BA year 1).  The objective was to determine if SRSD could be used 

effectively to improve writing skills.  Quantitative and qualitative data were collected in 

the form of student essays, student and teacher assessments, and student self-reflections. 

Setting and Participants 

Cameroon is officially a bilingual country divided into two sections linguistically, 

Anglophone and Francophone.  The government school system uses English and French 

for instructional purposes.  However there are over 270 distinct languages in Cameroon, 

including Cameroonian Pidgin English.  These are the primary languages spoken in 

homes and communities.  The seminary is located in the Anglophone area of Cameroon, 
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and English is the language used for all professional purposes.  The seminary is a 

theological institution with Bachelor of Arts and Master of Arts and Divinity programs.  

Students come from many ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, but almost all are from 

Cameroon with some students from neighboring Nigeria and Congo.  Ages range from 19 

to 46, and the vast majority of students are male.   

As action research, this project takes place within my own class, English 

Grammar and Composition.  I include my own demographic information only because it 

differs from the class and school demographics.  I am an American white female with 

eleven years teaching experience.  I have taught expatriate and national students in 

primary and secondary institutions, as well as worked with mother tongue literacy 

programs for five years in Cameroon.  I plan to continue teaching at the seminary 

indefinitely, hence the need for an action research project that will improve educational 

practice within this setting. 

The English Grammar and Composition class in which this action research took 

place consisted of 25 male and 4 female students, totalling 29 students.  All students were 

Cameroonian in nationality, and hailed from the Anglophone region of Cameroon.  

Twenty-eight students were in their first year at the seminary, while 1 student was in his 

third year. 9 students (7 male, 2 female, all in their first year) were selected as a sample 

size of the larger group for data collection, using systematic sampling. 

Procedures 

This action research took place in six weeks over an eight-week period of time 

during the second semester of the school year.  The class met three hours per week 

divided into two sessions, lasting 1 hour and 2 hours respectively.  The unit followed the 
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6 steps of Self-Regulated Strategy Development, which are development of knowledge, 

discussion, modeling, memorization, and independent performance, repeating and 

reordering steps as necessary.  Quantitative data, in the form of student essays and rubric-

based student and teacher assessments, as well as qualitative data, in the form of student 

self-reflections, were gathered throughout the unit. 

Prior to the Instructional Unit 

Students were provided with folders and asked to keep all their work from this 

unit in order to review it, evaluate it, and observe their growth in the writing process.  

Students completed the Initial Self-Reflection (Appendix A) answering questions about 

how they view themselves as writers, steps they take when writing, and their goals for 

writing.  These were collected and analyzed thematically, and the results are discussed in 

the Data Analysis section. 

Students were next asked to write a 5-paragraph persuasive essay on education.  

The topic could be education in general or a specific aspect of or within education.  There 

was no time limit, and students were allowed to write beyond the two-hour class period, 

though all students completed the essay in less than 90 minutes.  This and all essays 

throughout the unit were scored using a 4-point rubric (Appendix B), assessing five traits 

of effective writing: ideas, organization, word choice, fluency, and conventions.   

The two pre-assessments not only provided a baseline writing score and 

understanding of students’ beliefs and goals, but they also guided instruction and 

affirmed this instructional unit plan.  In the self-reflections, many students viewed 

themselves as unskilled writers lacking strategies for completing writing assignments, 

and many considered organization a weakness.  In the student essays, many students 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 42 

included the basic structure of a 5-paragraph essay.  However, many lacked effective 

style and necessary elements, including clear topic sentences, sufficient supporting 

details, and conclusions.  All this encouraged me that SRSD, and POWER+TREE 

specifically, still aligned with goal of this research project, to provide students with 

strategies to write effectively for academic purposes. 

SRSD Instructional Unit 

Self-Regulatory Strategy Development generally follows 6 stages of instruction: 

develop and activate background knowledge, discuss the strategy, model the strategy, 

memorize the strategy, support the strategy, independent performance (Graham et al., 

2006; Harris et al., 2002; Harris et al., 2013; Mason et al. 2011).  When discussing 

strategies, this includes both writing strategies, in this case TREE, and self-regulatory 

strategies, such as POWER.  The stages do not necessarily go in order, and steps can be 

repeated as necessary throughout the unit.  In this project, I followed the order, repeating 

steps along the way, with one exception.  Memorization of the strategies was encouraged 

and supported throughout the unit through repetition, but was neither an explicit 

instructional stage nor a requirement of the students. 

POWER and TREE were exhibited on posters that hung in the classroom through 

the entire unit.  The POWER poster simply displayed the mnemonic (Pick a topic, 

organize, write, edit, and revise). The TREE poster included more elements than the 

simple mnemonic (Appendix C). 

Develop and activate background knowledge.  The first two sessions were 

dedicated to looking at good persuasive essays and discussing what made them good.  

After a brief overview of TREE, students were given three examples of persuasive 
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essays.  As a class, we read through each essay finding and marking the key parts of a 

persuasive essay, as shown on the poster, including the parts of an introduction and 

conclusion, and reasons and explanations of each reason.   

I then explained that part of good writing involves self-regulation, managing 

one’s own writing.  Students were assigned to assess their own piece of writing for 

effectiveness.  We discussed the fact that if they learn to assess their own writing, they 

will be able to assess their work in the future, finding what is good and what needs to be 

adjusted.  They were given their initial essays as well as a checklist for all the TREE 

components (Appendix C).  Students read through their essays seeing if they had each 

part, and completed the “Student” section of the checklist.  Then I completed the 

“Teacher” portion of the checklist.  I then assessed their essay using a 4-point rubric 

(Appendix D), which provided a baseline score for students.   

Discuss it.  In the third classroom session, the use of strategies was explained in 

more depth.  First, POWER and TREE were reviewed and then explained in more detail.  

The class discussed why using strategies such as these could be useful in their writing.  

Not only would they help in this class, but once learned and mastered, students could 

apply these strategies to other pieces of writing.   We discussed how writing strategies 

and self-regulation, like the self-monitoring they practiced in the previous session, would 

aid them in future assignments when they lack time to have their writing proofread in the 

writing lab, and can edit and revise their own work. 

Model it (POW + TREE).  I explained that I would demonstrate the POW part of 

the process, using TREE for organization.  Since self-regulation is often an unseen 

cognitive process, I explained that I would demonstrate self-instructions, monitoring, and 
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reinforcement by saying my thoughts aloud.  Enthusiasm is important throughout SRSD, 

especially in this stage (Harris et al., 2002), so I demonstrated with energy and 

movement.  

Using a subject familiar to all students, the topic was formed, “Why one should 

attend this seminary”.  Applying a pre-writing activity, I wrote every idea I had about the 

topic.  Then, explaining my thoughts, I grouped similar ideas together, and discussed the 

decision making process of sorting reasons and details to explain those reasons, as well as 

explaining which reasons were important and supportable.  Then, using TREE, I 

organized the paragraphs, and then wrote the essay.  Using self-speak, I explained writing 

decisions such as word choice, sentence fluency, sentence variety, grammar, and 

organization.   

Support it (POW +TREE).  Collaboratively, the class worked through each 

POW step to write on a new topic, the importance of tithing.  Students offered input, and 

all ideas were accepted when writing our initial ideas.  When deciding how to group 

ideas, students again offered ideas and most decisions were agreed upon by everyone.  

We narrowed down the three most important reasons to tithe: Tithing is a command, 

tithing brings blessings, the early church tithed.  When we were uncertain about the order 

in which to list our 3 reasons, students voted.   We organized the TREE outline together.  

When writing the essay, everyone offered input, and it was truly collaborative.  Most of 

the writing was student generated, but I did write sometimes, offer suggestions, and ask 

guiding questions.  When multiple ideas were suggested, the class discussed why one 

sentence might be more appropriate than another.    
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Independent performance (POW + TREE).  Students then wrote their own 

essay, using the strategies.  Choosing from three topics, the importance of prayer, 

baptism, or worship (topics familiar to theology students), students had one week to 

complete the assignment, which included a pre-writing activity, a completed TREE 

outline and complete essay.  

Discuss and model it (POWER + TREE).  The final two steps of POWER were 

discussed and modeled in the next session.  The purpose and importance of revision were 

explained first, followed by a discussion of particular areas to be revised, specifically, 

Ideas, Organization, Voice, Word Choice, and Sentence Fluency.  For each area, I 

modeled one or two examples and the thought process behind changing them.  When 

discussing editing, I reviewed 10 of the most common grammatical mistakes, as outlined 

in the textbook, “Writers INC” by Sebranek, Kemper, & Mayer (2006) and how to fix 

them.  This included comma placement, pronoun clarity, pronoun-antecedent agreement, 

subject-verb agreement, and apostrophe placement.  The idea of reading one’s writing out 

loud was especially stressed, so that one is able to see and to hear their work.  Students 

were introduced to editing and revising checklists adapted from from their textbook 

(Appendix E).   

Support it (POWER + TREE).  After reading together a 5-paragraph persuasive 

essay in need of proofreading, the class collaboratively practiced editing and revising.  

We used the editing and revising checklists to assess the work and make changes.  

Independent performance (POWER + TREE).  After students completed their 

first independent essay (Essay 2) and brought it to class, they then were given the 

opportunity to independently practice editing and revising their own work.  Using the 
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checklists previously modeled and supported, students spread out, read their work aloud, 

and used the checklists to make adjustments to their work.  They then rewrote their essay 

and submitted a final draft.  

Students then completed two more persuasive essays independently, using 

POWER + TREE.  I supported students as necessary, and provided short lessons on 

specific difficulties that presented themselves in student writing, such as subject-verb 

agreement, verb tense, run-on sentences, and sentence fluency.  For their fifth and final 

assessment (post-assessment), students submitted a complete and independently written 

persuasive essay from a list of education themed topics provided by me. 

Self-Regulation 

A key component of SRSD is self-regulation, as evidenced in the name itself.  

POWER + TREE are self-regulatory in nature as they offer a memorized order to the 

writing process to help students self-monitor.  In this project, additional self-regulatory 

processes were added, including self-assessment and self-reflection. 

Self-assessment.  At two points in this project, students were asked to assess their 

own work.  They first reviewed their initial pre-assessment essay, looking for specific 

organization parts of TREE.  Additionally, after seeing their pre-assessment and Essay 2 

scored on the 4-point rubric, students were asked to use the rubric to evaluate their third 

essay using the same rubric.  Students then compared their assessment to my assessment 

in the third self-reflection. 

Self-reflection.  Including the initial self-reflection, students completed a total of 

four self-reflections (Appendix A), each evaluating different aspects of the writing and 

self-regulatory processes.  This provided students with opportunities to reflect on their 
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learning and growth and consider how they can improve.  It gave me insight as to how 

SRSD was working and if adjustments needed to be made.  And finally, it provided 

qualitative data on the effectiveness of SRSD within this setting. 

First, students were asked how they viewed themselves as writers.  The second 

self-reflection followed students first complete essay, asking questions about the 

effectiveness of these strategies in particular as well as how students now view 

themselves as writers.  Students completed the third reflection after receiving my 

assessment of their first essay.  They compared their assessment with mine in this 

reflection and considered how to better evaluate their work.  The fourth reflection 

immediately followed the submission of their final essay, and asked most of the same 

questions, about how students view themselves as writers, as the first self-reflection, and 

also had students contemplate their future writing.  Specific assessment questions can be 

found in Appendix A. 

Data Analysis 

Twenty-nine students participated in the SRSD unit.  Using systematic sampling, 

in which the researcher selects every nth individual (Creswell, 2012), 9 students were 

selected for qualitative and quantitative analysis.  Every 3rd student from the alphabetical 

class list was selected, and for the purposes of this paper have been translated to letters A 

– I. 

Each of the five student essays was assessed using a 4-point rubric (Appendix B).  

This information was used throughout the unit to evaluate writing skill development.  

Final essays scores for all essays are compared in Table 1.  Pre- and post-assessment 

rubrics, organized by separate writing traits (ideas, organization, word choice, sentence 
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fluency, and conventions) and total score were compared to determine the effectiveness 

of SRSD within this classroom (Table 2). 

Self-reflections did not correspond with assessments; they were analyzed 

separately.  Self-reflections concerned students’ views of themselves as writers from the 

beginning of the unit to the end and students’ views on particular aspects of SRSD.  

These were studied and crosschecked, taking note of recurring words and phrases, and 

used to identify significant themes. 

Findings 

After using SRSD as an instructional method, this class demonstrated 

improvement in writing essays.  Table 1 shows the total essay scores for all 5 of the 

essays independently written in this unit, including the pre-assessment and the post 

assessment, demonstrating overall improvement for most students.  Self-reflections also 

indicate that students feel they improved in writing through the unit. 

Writing Abilities 

Writing abilities of students were assessed in the following 5 categories of 

effective writing traits: Ideas, Organization, Word Choice, Sentence Fluency, and 

Conventions.  Comparing the pre-assessment to the post assessment in Table 2, it seems 

evident that total scores increased in all but one student. Some students made slight 

increases in total score, while some students recorded large improvements in their writing 

scores.   

Quite notable was Student A, increasing from 26 total points in the pre-

assessment to 40 total points in the post-assessment, earning this student a perfect score.  

Also notable was Student G, with the lowest overall score of 23 in the pre-assessment, 
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who increased his score to 36 in the post-assessment.  The scores of Student D, which 

decreased from a total 30 points to a total of 28 points, demonstrate that not all students 

showed improvement in their writing abilities after the SRSD unit.  However, in looking 

at student D’s performance on the third essay, one can see that this student did make 

significant improvement in previous essays (as seen in Table 1), but not in the final essay. 

Ideas.  It is not surprising that the trait of Ideas, the presentation of a clear topic 

with strong support, had the largest average combined score increase of all the traits, 1.9 

points.  Using SRSD, and specifically TREE, the idea of a clear topic is part of the 

repeated mnemonic, and was emphasized throughout the unit.   

The first subsection of Ideas on the rubric was “Clear, focused topic & topic 

sentence.”  Pre-assessment scores indicated that students earned an average of 3.1 in this 

area, which was a high number to begin with.  That number increased to an average of 

3.8 in the post-assessment, with all but one in the sample receiving 4 points, the highest 

possible score.   

The second subsection, “Each paragraph supports the main ideas with strong, 

relevant details,” had the lowest overall score in the pre-assessment, with a 1.7 average.  

This increased to 3 in the post-assessment, which (along with a word choice subsection) 

was the largest variation in a single subsection, an increase of 1.2 points.   

Organization.  In addition to Ideas, another highly emphasized aspect of SRSD is 

Organization.  Not only is the process of writing organized through POWER, but also 

there is a specific structure (TREE) for a 5-paragraph essay that students learn and 

practice.  The combined subsections increased a total of 1.8 points from pre-assessment 

to post-assessment. 
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Both subsections of “Clear pattern of organization” and “Effective introduction 

and conclusion” made significant gains overall.  Seven of the nine sample students 

received a score of 4 in “clear pattern of organization”.  The post-assessment average 

score in this area was higher than “Effective introduction and conclusion,” (3.6 compared 

to 3.4), but “Effective introduction and conclusion” had a higher overall average increase 

(1 point compared to .8 points). 

Word Choice.  While not an over-emphasized writing trait within SRSD, 

significant improvement was made in this Word Choice, especially in the subsection 

“Precise language and carefully chosen words, avoiding repetition and redundancy.”  

This, along with the previously mentioned Ideas, had the highest gain in a single 

subsection, averaging 2.5 in the pre-assessment and 3.7 in the post-assessment.  The 

subsection “Appropriate level of formality” increased a slight .3 points.  However, that 

was the highest possible gain this category could make, as this was one of two categories 

in which all sample students received 4 points in the post-assessment. 

Sentence Fluency.  The first subsection of Sentence Fluency is “Complete and 

clear sentences that flow smoothly.”  This area showed improvement overall shifting 

from an average of 3 to an average of 3.6.  Also in Sentence Fluency was the subsection 

“Varied sentence structures and lengths.”  This subsection had a perfect average of 4 in 

pre-assessment and the same in post-assessment. 

Conventions.  This category was divided into “Punctuation and Mechanics 

(Spelling and capital letters)” and “Grammar”.  These topics are not explicitly taught 

through Self-Regulatory Strategy Development, but were covered during the unit through 
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mini-lessons as I saw specific problems arise.  The first category had very little gain, .2 

points overall; and the second category had moderate gain of .7 points. 

Self-Assessment 

When students were asked to self-assess their work, it was met with almost 

universal disapproval. Most students complained that they could not do it, as they were 

submitting the essay because they thought it was their best work.  However, students did 

complete the assessments (Table 3), and did not simply mark 4 in every category; and 

their total scores were not far from the teacher assessed total scores.  The largest 

difference between student assessment and teacher assessment was 3 points, and five 

students were only off by 1 point.  But in looking at the subsections, not all students 

recognized the specific strengths and weaknesses of their writing, as seen in the 

discrepancies between student and teacher assessment. 

Students with lower overall scores (C, G, and F) had more room for variation in 

their scoring.  While they recognized that their essay was weak in some areas and strong 

in others, those areas did not necessarily align with the areas that the teacher evaluated as 

weak and strong.  Student G with the lowest total score differs from the teacher in 6 of 

the 10 categories.  And for student F, the categories of Ideas and Organization are 

notable, as they underestimated ideas (3 and 1 compared to 4 and 2), and overestimated 

the subsection on introduction and conclusion with a perfect score of 4, while the teacher 

gave only a 2.   

Students with the highest overall scores (A, E, and H) tended to assess their work 

with a more similar evaluation as the teacher’s assessment.  Student A scored their work 

with 4 for every category but conventions, which received two 3’s.  The teacher gave the 
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same assessment with one exception, a 3 in Sentence Fluency.  Student H only differed 

by one point from me in two sections, grading their paper more harshly in Sentence 

Fluency and Conventions. 

After comparing their self-assessments to the teacher assessments, students 

reflected on the experience, considering what differed and why.  The following 

statements were made in Self-Reflection 3, in answer to the question, “What can you do 

in the future to assess your work well?” 

Student B: “In the future I should not focus more on marks but on that which 

 is of help to me.  I think I will learn from the assessment of the teacher to 

 improve.”  

Student C: “Check my punctuations, tenses, grammar, etc.” 

Student E: “I need to check it for ideas, organization, word choice, sentence 

 fluency and conventions.  These guide pages I think will help me do a better 

 assessment.” 

Student F: “I will have to read the essay over to see some weaknesses in 

 grammar, support of each point, effective conclusion and introduction so as 

 to assess it well.” 

Student I: “The most important thing is to reread my work after writing before 

 editing the work.  Also someone can also read my work before I can make the 

 final copy.” 

Self-Reflections 

From a quantitative perspective, the results demonstrate that the visible aspects of 

the writing process have improved, but self-reflections provide insight into the aspects of 
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the writing process that are unseen.  Through self-reflection, students consider their 

learning, management, and writing ability.  In studying self-reflections 1, 2, and 4, four 

significant themes emerged. 

Self-efficacy.  The theme of self-efficacy understandably developed because 

students were asked in each of these reflections to consider themselves as writers.  They 

considered their strengths and weaknesses, and without prompting, some considered their 

attitudes toward writing.  The initial self-reflection had a wide variety of answers to the 

question, “How do you consider yourself as a writer?”  They were almost all negative 

comments, such as “I find difficulties with…,” “I face challenges,” and ,“I know that I 

am not a good writer.” 

By the end of the unit, however, these same students who wrote poorly of 

themselves had adjusted their answer to positive.  One student simply changed his answer 

from “fair” to “good”, and another wrote in her final reflection, “I feel very good and 

more confident when I write now more than ever before.” Two students in the initial 

reflection discussed their willingness to try and desire to improve.  By the end, they 

considered themselves “better” and “improved”.  Student C considered his specific 

writing skills and listed his difficulties, but by the final reflection, he wrote, “I am very 

sure that I have improved my writing skills as compared to the time I was yet to come 

here.”  Student I had the largest shift in self-efficacy, with his original response of  

“…not a good writer,” changing to, “I consider myself a good writer because the way I 

organize my work has greatly improved.  The ideas that I have I can really express it out 

now based on POWER and the TREE method.”  
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Organization.  In self-reflection 2, students considered the positive and negative 

characteristics of the writing unit, as well as specific aspects in which they had improved.  

Organization was the most common response.  One student said, “I was so disorganized 

but now I have improved in the area of organization,” and another wrote, “It has 

improved in my style of presenting my work and organizing it.” Organization was 

implied in other comments like, “It has helped me in that I now know the importance of 

outline and how to link up my ideas.”  Many students also listed organization as a helpful 

part of the POWER and TREE strategy.  Student D, whose overall score decreased in the 

post-assessment, wrote in self-reflection 

Self-evaluation.  Another commonly mentioned helpful quality of POWER + 

TREE was evaluating one’s own work.  “We have learnt in this course to write and self-

evaluate the work,” said one student.  Though students audibly complained about editing 

and revising their work prior to doing it, their reflections show that they found it helpful.  

It appeared that the idea of checking over one’s work was a new concept to some 

students, like the student who now knows, “I can check my work for coherence, flow, 

and so on,” and another who said he was able to “do some proper check out which I 

never did before.”  One student remarked, “It has caused me to know that I always need 

to edit and revise my work after writing,” and yet another appreciated, “critical checking 

helps me realize errors.” 

Content over conventions.  There is a marked difference in the way students 

discuss writing in the first reflection and the last.  When discussing specific parts of the 

writing process, most references in the initial reflection relate to surface features of 

writing, such as grammar, punctuation, spelling, and vocabulary.  Much fewer references 
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are made to writing as a whole and as a process.  In the final reflection, though, students’ 

references to conventions noticeably decrease, while many comments are made such as, 

“have good ideas to be developed,” “develop the body of my writing,” “bring good ideas 

and organize them effectively,” and “organize the materials and develop them with good 

facts and examples.”  A majority of students now viewed writing as more than words put 

together following grammar and spelling rules, but a multi-step process involving ideas, 

organization, fluency, word choice, and conventions. 

Discussion 

The research question of this action research project was: If Self-Regulated 

Strategy Development is taught, what will happen to the academic writing abilities of the 

students?  Teacher assessments, student self-assessments, and student self-reflections 

demonstrate the effectiveness of SRSD within this context, specifically in the increase in 

writing scores and the positive feedback from students.  SRSD is a valuable teaching tool 

that will supplement my curriculum and offer students strategies for writing in the future. 

In examining the specific areas of growth in writing, there are some interesting 

trends.  While it was noted that Ideas is specifically addressed throughout this unit, it is 

also worthy to note that the Ideas subsection, “Each paragraph supports the main idea 

with strong, relevant details” had the lowest overall score of any subsection, so it had the 

most room for improvement.  Yet it still had the lowest overall average score on the final 

assessment.  However, the scores improved, and I believe with more practice, could 

increase even more. 

While the idea of paragraphs supporting the topic through strong details was 

emphasized repeatedly, Word Choice was not as frequently mentioned.  It was therefore 
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surprising that the Word Choice subsection, “Precise language and carefully chosen 

words, avoiding repetition and redundancy,” had such a large increase.  In assessing 

student writing, I made many notes on their papers that simply said, “word choice,” so it 

is encouraging that my notes and assessments might not have only been read, but also 

possibly affected students’ choices and writing.   

Within Sentence Fluency, one subsection, “Varied sentence structures and 

lengths,” was not really a factor in this unit.  Students had no problem with sentence 

variety at the beginning of the unit, nor did they have a problem at the end.  The main 

issues with sentence fluency were with incomplete sentences and run-on sentences.  

Therefore, I included mini-lessons on these issues, and it appears to have helped. 

The majority of the mini-lessons throughout the unit were on conventions, mostly 

in commas, quotation marks, verb tense consistency, and subject-verb agreement.  

However, Conventions did not improve as much as other sections. Mechanics specifically 

had very little growth.  Students continued to struggle with comma and quotation mark 

use, but they especially struggled with spelling.  We did not discuss spelling in the 

lessons, and I simply marked their spelling mistakes in their papers.  We discussed and 

practiced verb usage multiple times in the unit, but it did not appear to have a large 

impact on scores. 

It was clear from the beginning of this unit that self-assessment was unusual and 

uncomfortable for students.  This involved critical analysis, a didactic component that 

seems to be lacking in the school system that values rote memorization.  Many reacted 

negatively to any activity involving the evaluation of their own work, including editing, 

revising, and self-assessing.  They especially were concerned with checking grammar and 
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punctuation.  However, as we have seen from their self-reflections, the activity was 

valuable and helpful.  Also, the largest increase in total scores from one essay to the next 

occurs between the Pre-assessment and Essay 2, in which they first edit and revise. 

In self-assessing Essay 3, students seemed to be aware of how well they scored 

overall.  Students receiving lower marks from the teacher also scored themselves lower, 

and students receiving higher marks from the teacher scored themselves higher. 

Struggling writers however, were not able to always pinpoint where their writing was 

lacking or excelling. If struggling writers could recognize specifically where they need 

improvement, it might help them improve.  This might be another area for further 

research.   

Implications 

This action research has demonstrated to me that SRSD is a valuable teaching 

strategy, and I will continue to use it in my classroom.  It provides students with 

strategies, structures, and self-regulatory processes to guide their writing.  It was not 

difficult to implement, and the lessons were interesting enough to hold students’ 

attention.  The mnemonics made it easy for students to remember and reproduce the 

strategies.  Students, in the second self-reflection, indicated that POWER + TREE was 

helpful, and indicated there were no aspects of the method that were not helpful. 

Students were provided with many opportunities for practice.  They wrote three 

individual essays before completing the Post-assessment.  A large amount of practice is 

crucial to this teaching strategy.  Students need opportunities to try what they’ve learned, 

evaluate what they’ve learned, and try again.  There is still room for improvement in 

some areas in particular, so it would be good, if time provides, to even offer one or 
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maybe two more opportunities to practice these skills.  In addition to practice, students 

received feedback.  Each time students submitted an essay, I assessed them and returned 

them quickly, giving students feedback that could inform their next assignment.  

In thinking about their writing, students shifted from focusing on surface features 

to content as a whole, but that doesn’t mean they forgot about conventions or that they no 

longer had problems with conventions.  They still mentioned their need to improve in the 

areas of spelling, punctuation, grammar, and vocabulary, and the data affirms that.  

Conventions still need to be a part of this unit, and I will continue looking for better ways 

to teach these important aspects of writing. 

Essay assessments, while not always steadily increasing for all students, did show 

that students’ scores increased, and many increased in large amounts.  Students’ 

responses are especially encouraging, as the final self-reflection was overwhelmingly 

positive.  Students saw the growth they made and were pleased.  Students were also able 

to identify the steps they will take in the future when presented with a writing 

assignment. 

The unit has already demonstrated value in many ways.  It has provided a self-

regulatory writing strategy that can be applied to other writing.  When the class continued 

to the next writing unit, article and book reviews, students were already aware that any 

writing assignment is a process and we used POWER to guide our work.  The unit 

provided me with important information that guided my teaching.  I have continued to 

have students self-reflect periodically, though not as frequently, so that I can be informed 

of what is working, and so they too can think about their learning.  It also demonstrated 

that self-evaluation is crucial to the writing process.  Students are continuing to evaluate 
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their work, but with much more ease than at the beginning of the unit.  It might be helpful 

in the future to incorporate peer editing and revision to the unit, and see if that can also be 

an effective tool.   

Limitations 

This action research took place in 6-weeks within an 8-week period in one 

“English Grammar and Composition” class at the BA level in a theological seminary in 

Cameroon.  There was no control group, and SRSD was not compared with other 

instructional methods.  Therefore, it cannot be said SRSD was the only reason scores 

improved, or that scores improved more with SRSD than another teaching strategy.  

However, students did demonstrate growth.  They wrote significantly better papers at the 

end of the unit compared to the beginning of the unit. 

Within the class, nine students were chosen for data collection and analysis.  It is 

therefore limited in its scope, and findings may not necessarily be applied to a wider 

context.  Qualitative results, such as self-reflections, while informative to the teacher and 

students, also may not pertain to a larger population.   

Other limitations include time, schedule, attendance, and cultural values.  The 

length of the unit was affected by the institutional schedule; administrative demands 

interrupted the class schedule the second and third weeks of instruction, therefore causing 

the 6-week unit to be taught in 8 weeks.  Also, all classes were scheduled in the 

afternoon, some of them late in the afternoon.  This affected motivation and engagement 

in class activities and lessons.  Attendance and tardiness were also factors, as they 

affected instruction and completion of assignments. 
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When reviewing the self-reflection surveys, one must consider the high cultural 

value of respect for authority within this setting.  Respect mandates that those in lower 

positions, i.e. students, show deference to those in higher positions, i.e. teachers.  

Criticism of authority is not allowed.  Therefore, answers to direct questions about 

difficulties and struggles with the instructional approach may not be completely 

forthright.   

Culture must also be considered when looking at the teacher-student dynamic.  

With an American female as the teacher of an almost exclusively male class, there are 

some considerations.  Males tend to be those in positions of authority in Cameroon, 

although there are other women as teachers at this school.  Also, I speak with an accent, 

so there could be communication issues.  In addition, there are always cultural 

differences that people are unaware of that can affect how you interpret and evaluate a 

situation.  However, having lived in Cameroon a total of five years, I am familiar with 

many cultural aspects, and I also adjust my speech to be understood; and having taught 

this same class the first semester, the students were familiar with me and we had a 

positive, respectful rapport.  

As an action research project, the goal was to find a practical solution to a specific 

problem.  This research, despite the limitations, has accomplished its goal.  Teaching 

SRSD in this specific context has demonstrated value and efficacy in raising essay 

writing scores. 
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Table 1: Essay Total Scores 
 
Students were assessed using a 4-point rubric measuring ten writing characteristics (Appendix D) for each of their written essays throughout the 
unit, including the pre- and post-assessment essays.  This table presents the total assessment scores of each essay, out of a possible 40 points.  
 

Student Pre-
Assessment Essay 2 Essay 3 Essay 4 Post-

Assessment 
A 26 36 37 / 40 
B 34 36 30 32 39 
C 26 36 36 36 39 
D 30 32 35 21 28 
E 29 35 37 34 33 
F 27 32 32 34 37 
G 23 25 28 30 36 
H 33 34 39 35 35 
I 33 30 36 34 37 
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Table 2: Pre- and Post- Assessment Scores 
 
Students were assessed in 5 categories of effective writing traits, based on a 4-point scale (Appendix D). Each writing category has two 
subsections, but due to space restrictions, the subsections have not been labeled here, but their labels can be found on the rubric (Appendix D). 
This table presents the students’ pre- and post-assessment scores, the average scores of each subsection and total scores, and the total difference 
in average scores from pre- to post-assessment. 
 

Student Pre-Assessment Scores 
 

Post-Assessment Scores 
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A 3 2 1 2 4 3 2 4 3 2 26 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 40 
B 4 1 4 3 4 3 4 4 4 3 34 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 39 
C 2 2 3 2 4 2 2 4 3 2 26 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 39 
D 4 2 3 3 3 2 4 4 3 2 30 3 1 3 2 4 2 3 4 3 3 28 
E 3 2 2 2 3 3 4 4 3 3 29 4 1 2 3 4 4 4 4 3 4 33 
F 3 1 2 2 4 2 3 4 3 3 27 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 38 
G 2 1 2 2 3 2 2 4 2 3 23 4 3 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 36 
H 4 2 4 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 33 4 3 4 3 4 4 3 4 3 3 35 
I 3 3 4 3 4 3 3 4 3 3 33 4 3 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 37 

  
Mean* 3.1 1.7 2.7 2.4 3.6 2.5 3 4 3 2.6 29 3.8 3 3.6 3.4 4 3.7 3.6 4 3.2 3.4 36.1 

Difference   +.7 +1.2 +.8 +1 +.3 +1.2 +.6 0 +.2 +.7 +7.1 
*All decimals are repeating. 
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Table 3: Self and Teacher Assessment Scores (Essay 3) 
 
Following Essay 3, students assessed their own essays using the 4-point rubric (Appendix D).  The teacher also assessed the essays using the 
same rubric.  This table presents the students’ self-assessments and the teacher assessments.   
Each rubric section has two subsections, but due to space restrictions, the subsections have not been labeled, but their labels can be found on 
the rubric.  

 
 
 

Student Self Assessment Scores 
 

Teacher Assessment Scores 
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A 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 38 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 37 
B 4 2 4 3 3 2 3 4 3 3 31 3 2 4 2 4 3 3 4 3 2 30 
C 4 3 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 2 35 4 3 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 3 36 
D 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 3 3 1 32 4 4 4 4 4 2 4 4 3 2 35 
E 4 3 3 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 36 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 3 37 
F 3 1 3 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 30 4 2 4 2 4 3 3 4 3 3 32 
G 3 2 2 3 4 3 3 3 2 3 28 2 2 3 2 4 3 3 4 3 2 28 
H 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 3 3 37 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 39 
I 4 3 3 4 4 3 3 4 2 3 33 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 3 2 36 
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Appendix A 
 
Self-Reflection Questions 
 
Initial Self-Reflection: 

1. How do you consider yourself as a writer? 

2. When writing for school, what are your strengths? 

3. What are your weaknesses? 

4. What would you like to improve or learn in the area of writing? 

5. When given a writing assignment, what steps (if any) do you take to complete the 

assignment? 

 

Self-Reflection 2: 

1. Did you find using POWER & TREE helpful in writing this essay? 

2. What has been helpful about using this strategy? 

3. Is there anything that has not been helpful?  Explain. 

4. Do you feel your writing has improved? 

5. If yes, how has it improved? 

6. In what areas of writing do you still need more improvement? 

 

Self-Reflection 3: 

1. When you compare your assessment to the teacher’s assessment, what are some 

differences? 

2. Why do you think that is? 

3. What can you do in the future to assess your work well? 

 

Final Self-Reflection: 

1. How do you consider yourself as a writer now? 

2. What are your strengths? 

3. What are your weaknesses? 

4. When given a writing assignment in the future, what steps (if any) do you take to 

complete the assignment? 
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Appendix B 
 
4-Point Rubric 
(
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Comments(

Ideas(
• Clear,(focused(topic(&(topic(

sentence( 1( 2( 3( 4( (

• Each(paragraph(supports(
the(main(idea(with(strong,(
relevant(details(

1( 2( 3( 4(
(

Organization(
• Clear(pattern(of(

organization(
(

1( 2( 3( 4(
(

• Effective(Introduction(&(
Conclusion( 1( 2( 3( 4( (

Word(Choice(
• Appropriate(level(of(

formality(or(informality( 1( 2( 3( 4( (

• Precise(language(and(
carefully(chosen(words,(
avoiding(repetition(and(
redundancy(

1( 2( 3( 4(

(

Sentence(Fluency(
• Complete(and(clear(

sentences(that(flow(
smoothly(

1( 2( 3( 4(
(

• Varied(sentence(structures(
and(lengths( 1( 2( 3( 4( (

Conventions(
• Correct(punctuation(

(Commas,(periods,(
apostrophes,(etc.)&(
mechanics((capital(letters,(
spelling)(

1( 2( 3( 4(

(

• Correct(Grammar((subject,
verb(agreement,(verb(
tense,(pronoun(–(
antecedents,(etc.)(

1( 2( 3( 4(

(

(
TOTAL(

(
/40(

(
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Appendix C 
 
TREE POSTER 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(

TREE(
TOPIC(

, Introduce(topic(

, Define(terms((if(necessary)(

, Give(background(information(

, Topic(Sentence((State(your(position)(

REASON(
, Give(at(least(3(reasons(that(support(your(topic(

EXPLAIN(
, Explain(each(reason(using(supporting(details/examples/quotes(

ENDING(
, Restate(main(ideas(

, Reaffirm(your(position(

, One(last(thought(

(
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Appendix D 
 
TREE Checklist for Initial Essay (Pre-assessment) 
 
Student Checklist: 

 
Teacher Checklist: 
 

Topic(((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((Comments(
Did(I(introduce(the(topic(in(an(
interesting(way?(

(

Did(I(define(necessary(terms?( (
Did(I(give(background(information?( (
Do(I(have(a(strong(topic(sentence?( (

Reasons(
Do(I(have(3(separate(reasons(to(
support(my(topic(sentence?(

(

Are(they(strong(and(supportable(
reasons?(

(

Explanations(
Do(I(have(strong(explanations(for(
each(reason?(

(

Ending(
Do(I(restate(main(ideas/reasons?( (
Do(I(reaffirm(my(opinion?( (
Do(I(offer(a(new(reason?((If(so,(it(
does(not(belong(in(the(ending)(

(

Topic((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((Comments(
Interesting(Introduction?( (
Definition(of(necessary(terms?( (
Background(Information?( (
Strong(topic(sentence?( (

Reasons(
3(separate(reasons?( (
Strong(and(supportable(reasons?( (

Explanations(
Strong(explanations?( (

Ending(
Restate(main(ideas/reasons?( (
Reaffirm(opinion?( (
New(reason?((If(so,(it(does(not(
belong(in(the(ending)(

(
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Appendix E 
 
Edit and Revise Checklist 
 
Revision Checklist: 
 
Topic 
! Did I introduce the topic in an interesting way? 
! Did I define necessary terms? 
! Did I give background information? 
! Do I have a strong topic sentence? 
 
Reasons 
! Do I have 3 separate reasons to support my topic sentence? 
! Are they strong and supportable reasons? 
 
Explain 
! Do I have strong explanations for each reason? 
 
Ending 
! Do I restate main ideas/reasons? 
! Do I reaffirm my position? 
! Do I offer a new reason?  (If so, it does not belong in the ending.) 
 
 
! Have I used the appropriate level of formality? 
! Do I sound interested in, and knowledgeable about my topic?  
! Do I avoid unneeded repetition and redundancies? 
! Are my sentences complete and clearly written? 
! Do my sentences flow smoothly? 
! Have I varied my sentence beginnings and lengths? 
 
 
Editing Checklist: 
 
! Do my sentences end with proper punctuation? 
! Do I use commas correctly in compound sentences? 
! Do I use commas correctly in a series and after long introductory phrases or clauses? 
! Do I use apostrophes correctly? 
! Do I punctuate quotations correctly? 
! Do I start my sentences and proper nouns with capital letters? 
! Have I checked for spelling errors? 
! Do the subjects and verbs agree in my sentences? 
! Do my sentences use correct and consistent verb tenses? 
! Do my pronouns agree with their antecedents? 
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Chapter III 
 

Discussion, Reflection, and Future Plans 

Self-Regulatory Strategy Development has been studied for many years.  The 

creators of SRSD have been writing about its merit since the early 1990’s (Harris & 

Graham, 1993).  Most research has involved teaching writing to elementary and middle 

school students with learning disabilities, and it is clear from that large amount of 

research that it has been highly effective (De la Paz, 2001; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 

2006; Harris, Lane, Graham, Driscoll, Sandmel, Brindle, & Schatschneider, 2012; 

Leinemann & Reid, 2008; Mason et al., 2009; Mason et al., 2011; Milford & Harrison, 

2010; Reynolds & Perin, 2009; Santangelo et al., 2008; Sextion et al., 1998).   

More recently, research has expanded to include high school and adult learners 

(Berry & Mason, 2012; Cook & Bennett, 2014; Jacobson & Reid; 2010; Kuiper et al., 

2010; MacArthur et al., 2015) and ESL learners (De la Paz & Sherman, 2013).  There are 

even a few studies concerning international universities in which students are learning to 

write in a second language (Baghbadorani & Roohani, 2014; Bakry & Alsamadani, 

2015), much like the seminary in this project.  However, there was not much research in 

the area of English-based international universities, and what does exist does not include 

any study in sub-Saharan Africa.  This action project was designed to see SRSD’s 

effectiveness on writing abilities of adult learners at a Cameroonian seminary. 

I was very pleased with the results of this action research.  The improvement in 

student scores was positive and affirmed my thought that SRSD would work well.  

However, the most encouraging part, as a teacher, was reading students’ comments on 

their final self-reflection.  They were so positive; students considered themselves good 



STRATEGIES & SELF-REGULATION 74 

writers, and they were good writers.  This chapter is my opportunity to offer my own 

final self-reflection on the project.   

Discussion 

I was drawn to SRSD because it has aspects that seemed especially appropriate 

for this context.  Rote memorization is commonly used throughout schools in Cameroon, 

so memorizing and repeating a series of steps and strategies would be familiar to 

students.  Also within this educational system, students often learn one way to do 

something, and any deviation from that one way causes problems.  This can make 

teaching writing difficult since there are so many ways to write and organize.  Therefore, 

teaching one method that can be applied to a variety of situations seemed like a good fit 

in this context.  And finally, SRSD offers so much time for practice.  When teaching any 

concept, I have found that students need to practice the skills and receive feedback in 

order to improve. 

While SRSD had features that fit with students’ previous education, there were 

clearly some parts of this method that were new for students.  Cooperative learning was 

different and exciting for students, and it sparked lively discussion.  They were pleased to 

write an essay together as a group, and to see their ideas be used to create a quality piece 

of writing.  Self-evaluating and editing their work was new and uncomfortable for 

students, but as seen in the findings, students found it valuable.  Also, students were 

pleased with the rubric and its specificity.  They were able to see the specific areas where 

they excelled and/or needed work, rather than a generic “x/20” score like they often get in 

other classes. 
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Not everything in this project was an overwhelming success, and some aspects of 

the findings were disappointing.  As we’ve seen, not all students had a giant leap in 

scores, and one of the sample group had a decrease in score in the post-assessment.  

There were some extraneous factors that I believe contributed to that case, but there are 

always extraneous factors.  The lower than expected results in supporting paragraphs are 

a good reason to add at least another practice essay and/or possibly one more 

cooperatively written essay prior to independent practice.  Also, the continuous problems 

with verb agreement and tense are still something to be considered in the future.  Despite 

these few disappointments, the unit and the project went very well, and I am pleased with 

the results. 

Reflection 

This school year has been full of ups and downs, as I’ve navigated a new job in a 

new environment.  I’ve spent most of my twelve-year career teaching at the elementary 

level, and some teaching high school, all of which were in American schools or western 

style schools in Cameroon.  This year was a huge shift, from teaching children to adults, 

and from teaching Americans to Cameroonians.  The entire year was a learning 

experience for me, but this unit especially taught me about myself as a researcher, a 

writer, and an educator. 

About Myself as a Researcher 

I was not especially excited about conducting research for my final project.  The 

word “research” sounded overwhelming and difficult.  Having never done something like 

this before, I was intimidated.  However, with action research taking place in a normal 
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classroom setting, it seemed less daunting.  I learned that I am able to plan, design, and 

carry out research in my classroom.   

I loved quantitative data collection and analysis.  Assessing numbers, analyzing 

them, looking for trends, and making tables were all activities that suited my personality.  

The qualitative portions were much less stimulating for me, and I was even afraid of 

those portions when analyzing the data.  In the end, I found that the qualitative part was 

the most meaningful to me, and helpful in understanding what worked and what didn’t. 

About Myself as a Writer 

“Those who can’t, teach,” is a popular saying, but is quite untrue.  I believe that 

when writing on teaching adults how to write, the author should be a competent writer.  

In this area, again I was intimidated.  I’ve always considered myself a fair to good writer, 

but not extraordinary.  I struggle with the same issues as my students.  I despise writing 

introductions and conclusions, I struggle sometimes to find enough information to 

support my ideas, and I labor over paraphrasing and summarizing.  I still don’t enjoy 

these aspects of writing, but I’ve grown in my confidence, and was even impressed with 

what I was able to accomplish. 

I also grew in my writing through teaching others how to write.  As I was 

teaching students about the importance of organizing, I realized that my own 

organizational skills are lacking.  I often just sit down to write, and then go through 

multiple rewrites as I cut apart my work and re-order things.  In writing this project, I was 

much more organized, and found it very helpful.  Also, self-evaluation and outside 

evaluation are not as painful as I considered them before.  I’ve learned, like my students, 

the importance of checking over work and having others look at it also. 
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About Myself as an Educator 

I still have so much to learn as an educator.  I want to continue learning and 

adapting different instructional methods, based on the needs of the classroom.  It was 

clear this year that not all of my teaching methods are useful in this context.  I’ve learned 

that I need to be learning, growing, and trying new things.  I also saw the value in 

analyzing student work a bit more closely.  Rather than just giving a grade, giving back 

the work, and moving on, it was really helpful to collect large amounts of data and look 

at it closely.  I paid more attention to the areas where students struggled and excelled and 

asked questions like, “Why is it like this?” and “How can we improve that?”   

It is common in classes here to have speeches on the final day of class.  The 

students decide on someone to speak on behalf of the class and address the teacher.  In 

the class discussed in this research project as well as the remedial Master’s English class, 

two themes emerged from the students’ speeches.  They thanked me for my flexibility 

and understanding in working with them.  This was encouraging as sometimes I feel 

inflexible, but it’s important for me to work with the students and understand their 

struggles.  They also pointed out that I am joyful and jubilant, and they appreciated that 

very much.  I do my best to be happy in the classroom, because it creates such a positive 

atmosphere, so I’m glad to know that I was successful in that. 

Future Plans 

I love Cameroon, I love the seminary, and I love my work here.  My plan for the 

past three years has been to earn my Master’s degree with the sole intention of teaching 

English here at this seminary indefinitely.  The school is working toward accreditation, 

and therefore I cannot technically teach at the Bachelor’s level as of 2017 without a 
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Master’s degree.  Next year, I will also start teaching “Christian Education”, a required 

course for Bachelor’s students.   

The lessons learned in teaching and writing this project will impact my future 

teaching and learning.  I will continue to use SRSD, and will probably make adjustments 

to teach other lessons beyond writing essays.  I will continue to study different 

instructional methods for teaching grammar, so that we can focus on verb agreement and 

tenses.  And I will study student data more closely and pay attention to how to improve 

my teaching and their learning.  In teaching “Christian Education”, I will also be able to 

share what I’ve learned about education. 

While teaching here at the seminary, I have two other important goals.  I will 

continue to learn Cameroonian Pidgin.  My skills in the language are growing, and I was 

recently able to give an entire 10-minute presentation in Pidgin.  I believe that in studying 

the language, it will help in understanding some of the difficulties students face when 

using Standard English and hopefully help in finding solutions to overcome these 

challenges.  I also want to train someone to teach English courses in my absence.  I return 

to America every two years for six-month furloughs, and there is no other qualified 

English teacher currently at the seminary.  Sustainability is important, and the English 

program here should not be fully relying on an expatriate for their English language 

needs.  

Various recent changes in my personal and professional life might require a 

relocation within Cameroon and a new job in the multi-lingual education department of 

the linguistics and translation organization in which I work.  This job could involve more 

administration and/or curriculum development.  It will be interesting to see how my 
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personal and professional life join together here in Cameroon, but I feel positive that this 

project will continue to be of help to my educational career, whether that is in the 

classroom, designing curriculum, or administrating educational programs. 
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