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ABSTRACT 

 
Traditional grammar instruction at the elementary level tends to focus on 

isolated linguistic features such as the eight parts of speech and sentence types. This 

type of instruction omits an important part of writing which is the interrelatedness 

between grammatical structures and meaning. Using a Systemic Functional 

Linguistics (SFL) framework, this mixed methods study examined the use of SFL- 

inspired writing instruction in fourth grade classrooms over the course of the fall 

semester to develop students’ descriptive writing. A sample of 24 students 

representing three ability levels was randomly selected for detailed text analysis. 

Writing samples from each student at three separate time intervals were collected and 

evaluated. Both quantitative and qualitative examination of students’ essays revealed a 

significant improvement in students’ descriptive writing over time. These 

improvements were linked to greater command of the linguistic elements that were the 

targets of instruction. Stabilization in writing progress was observed when instruction 

focused on test preparation. Implications are discussed. 

 
 

Keywords: writing instruction, functional grammar, metafunctions 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Due to the standardization of student writing by means of state mandated testing, 

students are not typically introduced to the vast array of genres they will encounter 

throughout their elementary, middle school, secondary, and postsecondary education. 

Christie (2012) added that “… many children still falter and fail in trying to move 

through their schooling, their failures too often not understood in terms of mastering the 

patterns of school discourses, whose nature often remains invisible [emphasis added] 

beyond the first years of school” (p. 3). Even in the early years, writing instruction tends 

to focus on what will be tested. On state mandated testing at the fourth grade level in 

Texas, for instance, students are expected to produce a personal narrative or some form of 

expository text. At this level, students’ writing is scored on organization/ progression, 

development of ideas, and use of language/conventions. Much of the focus is on vague 

criteria such as “The writer’s word choice is vivid and expressive” and “The writer 

demonstrates a consistent command of sentence boundaries and age-appropriate spelling, 

capitalization, punctuation, grammar, and usage conventions” (Texas Education Agency, 

2011). Students are not given specific instruction on how to achieve a “thoughtful and 

engaging” text as represented in the TEA rubric for fourth grade expository writing. 

The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for fourth grade, while more inclined 

toward genre, tend to focus on vague concepts such as “Orient the reader by establishing 

a situation,” or “Use a variety of transitional words and phrases,” or “Produce clear and 

coherent writing” (http://www.corecommonstandards.com/fourth-grade-standards/). The 

range of writing does include tasks specific to disciplines, purposes, and audiences. 

http://www.corecommonstandards.com/fourth-grade-standards/)
http://www.corecommonstandards.com/fourth-grade-standards/)
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Students are encouraged to develop the topic with concrete details and precise language. 

Specific guidelines toward achieving these goals, however, are missing in the CCSS. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Functional Approaches to Writing Instruction 
 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (hereafter referred to as functional grammar or 

FG) allows teachers to instruct and interact with students using a metalanguage that 

includes analysis of adverbials and modality as well as a study of the form of clauses, 

noun phrases, and time order transitions in relation to genre. By genre, we refer to 

Christie’s (2012) definition, “a ‘staged, goal-oriented social process’ (Martin & Rose, 

2008, p. 9) through which people achieve some social purpose(s)” (p. 10). Simplified, 

genre refers to text type. Functional grammar examines text and genre from the global 

view, and then supports how writers take up appropriate word resources and uses them as 

expected for the given genre and context. During the writing, the grammar works as the 

organizational tool to effectively describe the particular social purpose in a cohesive text. 

Functional grammar transcends surface features of text by examining three key 

contextual features (field, tenor, and mode), which correspond to three types of meaning. 

Field identifies the subject-matter and influences the language choices used for 

“expressing and connecting ideas” (Derewianka, 2011, p. 6) within the text. Tenor 

represents who is involved in the interaction within the text, and mode determines how 

the message is structured. Consistent with Derewianka, any combination of word choices 

that achieve field, tenor, and mode is referred to as “register”. Teaching students to 

recognize these register elements allows them to make sense of the specific forms needed 

to accomplish the tasks of discipline-based writing. With the FG instruction, students are 

taught the forms associated with particular language functions and context. For example, 
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a persuasive text (function) depends on the persuasion strategy selected, such as 

appealing to logic or appealing to emotion. When appealing to logic, for example, first 

person references (form) are not used since the goal is to achieve an authoritative tone; 

instead the present tense (form) should be used in order to make generalizations and help 

to help achieve a more authoritative tone. The expected forms used in specific tasks can 

overlap to some degree, as is the case with summarizations and recounts. While different 

in nature, both require temporal conjunctions to relay the sequence of events, such as first 

and next (Christie, 2002). 

Therefore, FG is a way of equipping the writer with the facility to communicate 

for different purposes and contexts. Additionally, to achieve the purpose of 

communication, FG tries to assist writers in understanding how to make their texts more 

effective for the context. 

Effectiveness of Functional Grammar to Teach Writing 
 

The amount of empirical studies examining FG in writing and schooling is 

limited, and most FG studies include discussions of theory and analysis. We summarize 

three published studies in this section, all of which provide evidence of its potential in the 

development of student writing. 

The results of the first study suggested that FG increases students’ writing 

confidence and attitudes. In this 12-week action research study, researchers (Black and 

Bannan, 2010) taught second graders about linguistic features pertaining to the field 

dimension (noun groups, verbal groups, key embedded clauses) using a range of texts. 

After direct instruction that utilized an FG approach, the students were given various 

independent free-writing activities where they were encouraged to use the new 
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grammatical knowledge they learned. Results showed that students expressed high 

knowledge of FG concepts. Students also could explain why and how these features 

could support and improve their writing. Further, most students developed a more 

positive perception of their writing abilities. All of them retained a positive attitude 

toward writing and could produce more complex linguistic features and structures in their 

writing. This study demonstrated that when the emphasis was placed on language for 

conveying meaning rather than accurate language, the writing task was more engaging 

for students and facilitated the move to closer approximations to the targeted genre. 

In a controlled experimental study conducted by Fearn and Farnan (2007), two 

groups of students were introduced to verbs using FG-inspired and traditional 

approaches. The functional instruction taught students the role of words in sentences, 

while the traditional instruction emphasized the definition and description of parts of 

speech. Sample essays were analyzed after instruction, and students were also required to 

complete a traditional grammar knowledge assessment that targeted their ability to 

produce and identify the parts of speech. Results showed that students receiving FG- 

inspired instruction improved in accurate expression, elaboration, organization, and 

extensions of writing, while the traditional grammar instruction did not produce 

significant writing improvement. Notably, although the FG group was not provided the 

direct instruction on definitions and identification of parts of speech, there was no 

significant difference between the two groups in this type of grammar knowledge. Thus, 

it appears that the FG approach improves writing qualities without impeding students’ 

traditional grammar knowledge, often tested in district and state assessment. 
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Finally, in Balzarolo’s (2010) study of the effect of FG on upper elementary 

students, students were introduced to the functions of linguistic features and asked to note 

them in the stories. Then they were encouraged to make the word choices in the text and 

oral discussion. Particularly, an awareness of subject-specific words was also developed. 

Students were asked to discuss why terms have different meaning in different contexts. 

With the narrative and figurative texts, the researcher encouraged students to highlight 

the extension of noun groups. The result was impressive. Balzarolo found that all the 

students had “a shared understanding that each subject area has subject-specific and 

technical vocabulary,” an “awareness of the need to make conscious vocabulary choices,” 

and the ability “to manipulate their writing to suit a purpose” (p. 26). 

For a long time, the learning of language was seen as the mastery of structures. In 

recent years, the tendency to conceive language in terms of context and social purpose 

rather than as a set of words and structures has become all-pervasive. The recent 

empirical studies described above lend support for the use of FG to support student 

writing development. The study described here adds to this body of work by describing 

an FG-inspired approach to facilitate students’ writing development. 

Research Questions 
 

As explained by Nunan (2003), grammar is often presented out of context in 

schools. Students work on isolated sentences or text, focusing on isolated skills. Thus, the 

purpose of this study was to examine an instructional approach that could provide 

teachers with a specific tool of writing instruction. Three specific research questions were 

examined in this study: 
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(1) To what extent does instruction in functional grammar increase students’ writing 

performance over time? 

(2) What features of writing performance are affected most by functional grammar 

instruction and for whom? Does the impact vary depending on students’ ability 

level? 

For this study, students were asked to write descriptive pieces. For a factual 

description, the social purpose is to describe the characteristic features of particular 

people, places, or objects. The language used for expressing ideas (field) in this type of 

writing includes relating processes (verb groups) to define, describe and classify; action 

processes (verb groups) to describe activities and behaviors, particular and generalized 

concrete participants (nouns); detailed noun groups to describe features or characteristics; 

and circumstances expressed as adverbials to express additional details (e.g., place, time, 

manner). The language for connecting ideas is also important in representing experiences 

(field). Connecting ideas starts with teaching young students to connect basic sentence 

types (e.g., simple, compound) by using coordinating conjunctions (Derewianka, 2011). 

Students need to be taught more complex sentences and logical relationships expressed 

through additional linguistic resources such as expanded noun phrases and embedded 

clauses (see Derewianka, 2011). The language for creating cohesive texts includes 

linguistic elements that signal structure at the paragraph and sentence (clausal) level and 

guide the reader. These include repetition, class/sub-class, and whole/part relations 

(Humphrey, Droga, & Feez, 2012, p. 183). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Participant 
 

Participants were 81 students from four classrooms with a range in abilities (low, 

medium, and high) at a mid-sized elementary school in West Texas. The school is 

compartmentalized, so one writing teacher taught writing to all four classes. The teacher, 

Meranda, holds a Generalist certificate EC-4 and ESL supplemental and is currently 

employed at a local university. At the time of the study, she had seven years of 

experience as a classroom teacher, and she was the district representative for her campus 

in language arts and writing. Introducing FG to the school district involved gaining the 

support of district and campus administrators. After the successful results from this study, 

Meranda was asked to lead a professional development in writing for the district. 

Prior to providing FG instruction to the fourth graders in this study, Meranda 

evaluated the overall literacy achievement of the students based on performance of the 

previous year’s English Language Arts State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR) scores as well as their baseline writing performance on a teacher- 

developed writing assignment task. Students were rated as high, medium, or low level in 

achievement. Overall, 44 girls and 37 boys participated in the study. Twenty-six students 

represented the low ability, 30 students represented the medium ability, and 25 students 

represented the high ability. A sample of 24 students (two students from each of three 

ability levels in each of the four classes) was randomly selected for inclusion in this 

study. Writing samples from each of those 24 students at three separate time points were 
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collected and evaluated. Thus, a total of 71 student essays (One student did not write to 

one of the prompts.) were included for detailed text analysis. 

Materials and Procedures 
 

In this study, students were given prompts each week relative to the genre, in 

most cases descriptive writing. Three separate time frames were evaluated. For Time 1 

(T1), students were asked to describe their favorite summer memory. For Time 2 (T2), 

students were asked to describe their favorite person. For Time 3 (T3), students were 

asked to describe or explain either their favorite sport or favorite hobby. 

Meranda taught a series of FG lessons three times a week to each of the four 

classes beginning the first week of the fall semester. Based on the Knapp and Watkins 

(2005) model, she provided students with “the ability to use the codes of writing (the 

genres and grammar) effectively and efficiently” (p. 17). Specifically, Meranda use 

model texts, text tapping, writing games, and direct instruction in her writing lessons. 

Text tapping involves the use of model texts to develop literacy, giving novice writers 

and readers a familiar place to begin an unfamiliar task and gives all learners an 

opportunity to convey already-learned information through either newly learned or 

familiar structures” (Meeks and Austin , 2003, p. 126). Students are given a copy of the 

genre they are to replicate, but they are to substitute their own words in pre-determined 

locations in the text. One of the strategies used within text tapping, then, is to have 

students brainstorm genre-specific noun groups, verb processes, and transitional words to 

give them a selection of words from which to choose. Using these words, students then 

work with the teacher, then in groups, and then individually to create context specific 

texts. In the process, text tapping allows students to learn about style, grammar, syntax, 
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and genre. Instead of being a dispenser of knowledge, Meranda served as a ringmaster 

who directed the action, supervised the task, and “cracked the whip” when necessary 

(Meeks & Austin, 2003, p. 147). 

Data Analysis and Design 
 

Seventy-one students’ essays were transcribed and imported to an analytical 

program known as Atlas.ti6, which allowed coding and sorting of essays by linguistic 

feature. All students’ writing was transcribed verbatim, including spelling and 

grammatical errors. To retain anonymity, students’ names and other identifying factors 

were partially or fully omitted. 

Analyzing Student Writing 
 

The field dimension of student writing was analyzed. The field metafunction 

represents the following probe questions: (1) “Who’s involved?” (2) “What’s going on?” 

(3) “How are circumstances presented?” Codes were determined by these questions and 

further identified by qualifiers and disqualifiers (see Table A1). Features included in 

determining participants are found in generalized groups, long noun phrases, adjectivals 

and nominals. A generalized group refers to general noun groups through the use of 

words such as someone or people. A long noun phrase contains three or more words 

which name the people, places, or things involved in the clause. Adjectivals are nouns 

that function as adjectivals or adjectivals that function as nouns. These adjectivals cluster 

around the main noun group and provide information about the noun (i.e., overgrown 

fruit trees, lost science book) but are not included in the long noun group. A nominal, or 

noun-nominalization, is more abstract. A nominal simply turns words that are not 

normally nouns (i.e., verbs, conjunctions, adverbs and adjectivals) into nouns. 
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Linguistic features used to describe “What is going on” include action verbs, 

mental verbs, relating verbs, and saying verbs. The definitions of these terms, particularly 

action verbs, are similar to the traditional definitions. However, mental verbs represent 

thinking verbs used to express meanings about feeling, thinking, and knowing and 

involve the five senses. Relating verbs, in addition to the traditional definition, check for 

modality (i.e., would have probably made) and sometimes express the relationship 

between two things (i.e., is called, seemed). Saying verbs include both direct and indirect 

speech. 

For quantitative analysis, a separate one-way repeated-measures analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) was conducted to evaluate the effect of FG approaches on children’s 

development of linguistic features in writing. The dependent variable was students’ 

performance on each of 15 linguistic features (see Table A1) in their writing. The within- 

subject factor was the administration time points of each essay written by students 

(Time). The between-subject factor was the three achievement levels. The Time main 

effect and Time by Achievement interaction effect were tested by the multivariate 

criterion of Wilks’ lambda (Λ). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULT 

Overall Results 
 

Quantitative Trends. 
 

Considering the development of overall linguistic features students used in their 

writing, the multivariate test for ANOVA was conducted. Main effect results reported 

that overall students’ use of linguistic features was significantly different among the three 

data collection time points. The Time by Achievement interaction effect was not 

statistically significant. The within-subjects effects (Table B1), on the other hand, did 

result in a significant difference among the three times for describing the linguistic 

features students used (F (2, 42) = 8.618, p < .01). Partial ƞ2 = .291 indicated the Time 

effect accounted for 29.1% of students’ development in using these linguistic features. 

That is, students’ writing quality improved over time. Students’ ability levels did not 

impact growth trends in writing performance as indicated by the insignificant effect of 

Achievement (Table B2) on students’ writing performance (F (2, 21) = 1.476, p = .251). 

This demonstrated that explicit instruction following a FG approach could support all 

students’ use of various linguistic features to describe events in writing. 

Follow-up pairwise comparison was conducted to assess the mean differences 

across the three time points. The comparison results indicated there was statistical 

significance between Time 1 and Time 2, Time 1 and Time 3, but no significance was 

found between Time 2 and Time 3, which may reflect some stabilization in development 

of these linguistic groups. Typical development in writing is presented in detail in Figure 

1. In the graph, the vertical axis represents the average number of linguistic features each 
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student performed in each essay, and the horizontal axis indicates the three data 

collection time points. 

 
Figure 1. Average Number of Linguistic Features by Student Ability × Time 

 
 

Qualitative Trends. 
 

To illustrate this effect qualitatively, we describe growth patterns of a medium- 

ability student. As demonstrated in the three descriptive samples representative of a 

medium-ability student’s writing below (Table 1), the social purpose of the text is to 

recount everyday understandings of their world. For Time 1, the students were asked to 

describe an event from their summer vacation. For Time 2, students were asked to 

describe a person they admired. For Time 3, students were asked to describe their favorite 

sport or hobby. Derewianka (2011) stressed the importance of the clause in writing, 

calling it “a key resource for observing the world… – the basic unit of meaning” (p. 13). 

The gradual increase in the use of dependent clauses over time demonstrates an increased 

understanding of the social purpose of descriptive writing. 
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Table 1. A Medium-ability Student’s Writing Samples 
 

S09 Quick Write #3 (Time 1, Medium Ability) 
 

One day my dads work was having a picnic at Joy land. So we ate [then] we went on I of rides. 
[After that] was one last ride the super man! We took are shoes off because you have to. 
[then] we went on it went up so slow [then] it droped. I screemed the whole way down. Witch 
was like a snap second cause its like jumpin off a building. 

 
 

S09 Person I Admire (Time 2, Medium Ability) 
 

I admire Aleash because Aleasha is a great basketball player, she’s caring, and brave. 
[First]I admire Aleasha for her basketball skills. She’s a great shooter. [Also] she is a great 
teacher and very honnest too. 
[On a second thought] I like her because she is caring and always there. like if we need a ride 
she also takes you under her wing, help’s you learn better, and tell’s us right from wrong. 
My absolute favorite is that she is brave. Because she takes the chances, makes mustakes, and 

 abmit’s she’s wrong if she is, but my fourth favorite is [that] she never gives up. 
 

 

S09 Favorite Sport or Hobby (Time 3, Medium Ability) 
 

My hobby or sport is basketball. I like basketball because of the coches, friend’s, and the way   
you use the ball. 
Here are some resons [that]I like the coches. 
They are nice, you get to meet new one’s, and they teach you new trick’s. 
[Next] I like the friend’s. I like them because they help you understand. The laughter, and they 
are always’s there. Thoses are my favorite resons. [Finilly] the last reson [that] I like 
basketball is for the way [that] you use the ball. I like the dribble, the shawtes, and the passes. 
I can’t get over loving basketball! 

 

Notes: Underlined sections indicate dependent clauses. Bracketed sections indicate understood relative 
clauses. 

 
According to Droga and Humphrey (2005), “one of the ways we can look at a 

clause is in relation to how we use language to represent our knowledge of the world and 

make sense of our experiences” (p. 29). This is the experiential function of language and 

the focus of this study. In this sample of a student’s essays, language used for answering 

“Who/what is taking part” is represented in noun groups (i.e., her basketball skills). The 

student used processes in the form of verb groups (i.e., I admire, I screemed), which 

Derewianka (2011) explained “captures the meaning or function of this aspect of 

experience” (p. 15), to express “What is happening”. To represent circumstances, the 

student used adverbial phrases to express time (i.e., one day) and contingency (i.e., on a 

second thought). Overall, students’ writing demonstrated a marked increase in an 
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understanding of the field metafunction of FG, particularly in the use of participants and 

processes. 

Representing Who is Involved 
 

Quantitative Trends. 
 

The examination of the means in ANOVA as shown in Table B1 demonstrated a 

significant Time effect with F (2, 42) = 12.005, p = .000, while Time by Achievement 

interaction effect did not reach statistical significance. Thus, there was a clearly 

significant difference in students using various noun groups to describe “Who is 

involved” across the three essay administrations. Effect size (ƞ2 = .364) showed a 

moderately strong relationship between the main effect of Time and dependent variable. 

This can be interpreted to mean that the effect was meaningful and Time accounted for 

36.4% of the development in the use of various noun groups to represent “Who is 

involved”. The tests of between-subjects effects (Table B2) indicated ability levels 

(Achieve effect) did not significantly affect students’ performance with values of F (2, 

21) = .201, p = .819. Thus, a pairwise comparison was conducted to follow up the 

significance of Time effect. Like the result for the grand total linguistic features, there 

were significant differences between Time 1 and Time 2, Time 1 and Time 3, but no 

significant difference between Time 2 and Time 3, which suggested that the development 

was stabilizing on students’ writing performance. Figure 2 presents the development of 

students’ use of noun groups describing “Who is involved” in their writing. The graph 

illustrates that the greatest increase in development was between Time 1 and Time 2. To 

better understand the development patterns, ANOVAs (Table B3) were conducted on 

each of the linguistic elements that comprised the “Who’s involved” writing dimension. 
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Figure 2. Average Number of Noun Groups by Student Ability × Time 

 
The ANOVA results indicated that students developed significantly in their 

performance of generalized groups and adjectivals among the three times. These two 

types of linguistic features were emphasized during the teaching and learning process of 

FG while the others, including long noun phrases and nominal, were not. Then pairwise 

comparisons were followed up to assess the mean differences of generalized groups and 

adjectivals over three time points. All the results reported the same result as before, that 

differences between Time 1 and Time 2, Time 1 and Time 3 were significant, while no 

significance was reached between Time 2 and Time 3. 

These results revealed a high development in students’ writing performance on 

generalized groups and adjectivals after being involved in FG. Meanwhile, their 

performance was stabilizing among the three times. Typical development in writing is 

represented in Figure 3 and Figure 4. These graphs portray the developing use of 

generalized groups and adjectivals across the three times. 
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Figure 3. Average Number of Generalized Groups by Student Ability × Time 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Average Number of Adjectivals by Student Ability × Time 

 
Qualitative Trends. 

 
Student writing improved as determined by the number of unique linguistic 

features found over time. To illustrate how students developed their skills in representing 

experiential meanings, we present a writing sample from a medium-ability student from 

the first weeks of school, before specific instruction in FG was given. In Table 2, the first 

sample (S06) is taken from T1, a descriptive sample, and represents the medium-ability 

students. Later in the semester, after specific instruction in the use of noun groups 
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(participants), this student’s use of specific linguistic features improved, as seen in the 

following essay. 

Table 2. A Medium-ability Student’s Writing Samples for Nouns 
 

S06 Quick Write #3 (Time 1, Medium Ability) 
 

I was scared when I moved here. I was in second grade. my mom lost her job so we moved 
here. I didn’t know anybody. It was my first day at school. I didn’t know if anybody would like 
me. I came over my fear after I met this girl Xotchie. We became best friends. I was sad when 
Xotchie moved. 

 

S06 Person I Admire (Time 3, Medium Ability) 
 

I admire my mom, my brother, and my [illegible]. the one that I really admire is Aleasha. She 
is a very good basketball teacher. Alesha tought me how to look up when I dribble, shoot, pass 
and fullcourt press its high school stuff the fullcourt press is. 
Alesha is very caring. if I make a shot she says good jod. Also if I miss shot and i’m sad that I 
missed my shot she would say keep tring and you can do it. If someone gets hurt Alesha would 
ask are you ok? If the person says yes i’m ok, Alesha would help them up. 
Alesha is also very helpful because she’s helping me on my form. If I need help Alesha will 
help me. Alesha always has a very good solution. If i’m out of shape Alesha will help me 

  exercise.   
 

In describing a person she admired, this same student included relative clauses to 

expand on the participant in her essay (i.e., that I really admire is Alesha). Noun groups 

in the functional approach name particular people, places, and things “and use everyday 

language” (Droga & Humphrey, 2005, p. 33), much like in the traditional grammar 

approach. The subject of the sample essay is clearly identified as are specific technical 

terms associated with the sport (e.g., fullcourt press, dribble). Noun groups can also 

“reflect the way in which the subject matter is being approached” (p. 34). This student 

clearly appreciates the subject of the essay, while taking an objective approach to the 

topic. Christie and Derewianka (2008, as cited in Christie, 2012) noted that “adverbs 

expressive of evaluation, judgment, or opinion are more typically a phenomenon of 

adolescence and beyond” (p. 93). This student’s expressions are limited. 
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Representing What is Going On 
 

Quantitative Trends. 
 

The ANOVA results indicated there was a significant Time effect (as shown in 

Table B1 that F (2, 42) = 5.897, p < .01) for students’ use of verbal groups to describe 

“What is going” on over time. The growth in the use of verbal groups accounted for 22% 

in terms of describing “What is going on”. Again, no significant difference was found in 

ability level, that F (2, 21) = 1.478, p = .251 as reported in Table B2, indicating that 

change in performance did not depend on students’ ability level. A pairwise comparison 

was conducted to follow up the main effect of Time to determine the mean differences 

between these three time points. Results presented Time 1 differed significantly from 

Time 2 and Time 3, but no significant difference was found between Time 2 and Time 3, 

which were consistent with the overall results and noun groups describing “Who’s 

involved”. In detail, Figure 5 presents the development of students’ use of the verb 

groups describing “What is going on” in their writing. 

 
Figure 5. Average Number of Verb Groups by Student Ability × Time 
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With the evidence that students’ use of verbal groups was improved significantly 

over time, further ANOVA (Table B3) was conducted to further investigate students’ 

development patterns of each linguistic element that comprised “What is going on” 

writing dimension as we did in noun groups. 

Test results showed that students improved in their use of mental verbs and 

relating verbs. Compared with action and saying verbs, those two types of verbs were 

elaborated carefully during Meranda’s writing instruction followed by FG, which we 

think could be the possible reason why we found significant improvement from students 

on utilizing those two linguistic features in their writing. Pairwise comparisons showed 

that differences between Time 1 and Time 2, Time 1 and Time 3 were significant, and no 

significance between Time 2 and Time 3. Figure 6 and Figure 7 portray development in 

students’ performance on mental and relating verbs. 

 
Figure 6. Average Number of Mental Verbs by Student Ability × Time 
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Figure 7. Average Number of Relating Verbs by Student Ability and Time 

 
 

Qualitative Trends. 
 

Overall, there was a marked increase in the use of unique verbs. Although the 

writing across time periods and abilities seems repetitive at times, the structure in Times 

2 and 3 across samples is more consistent with the genre. Verb groups “tell us not only 

about what the writer has done, but what she has seen and how she felt about some of her 

experiences” (Droga & Humphrey, 2005, p. 29). In the sample below (Table 3), a 

medium ability student demonstrates an array of verb use. The use of mental verbs (i.e., 

admire) and saying verbs (i.e., tells, says) is somewhat limited. However, the use of 

relating verbs represents the genre well (i.e., is, has, have), as does the use of unique 

action verbs (i.e., feeds, buys). Although action verbs are common to many genres, for 

descriptive accounts, saying verbs give the reader insight into relationships within the 

text; sensing (mental) verbs allow the writer to state her beliefs and ideas; and relating 

verbs “help describe features and characteristics, introduce technical terms, provide 

definitions and relate cause and effect” (p. 31). 

Table 3. A Medium-ability Student’s Writing Samples for Verbs 
 

Y18 Person I Admire (Time 2, Medium Ability) 
 

Another reason I admire my mom is because she’s funny. Every time she’s in a REALY good 
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mood she’s funny. She also tells jokes … rarely. I love when she tells jokes. She also says 
funny things about my dad. When he’s dramatic. We all do though. My sister Alex does it 
most. 
Another thing is she takes care of us. I like that. She also feeds us food of course. She buys us 
food. Also every kid in the house has a nice cousy bed and warm blankets. I have to share a 
room with my sister. 

 

Representing Circumstances 
 

Quantitative Trends. 
 

Even though the Time effect to presentation of circumstance showed statistical p 

value (F (2, 42) = 3.764, p < .05) in within-subjects tests for ANOVA (Table B1), it 

could not be regarded as valid because in the multivariate tests main effect Time was not 

significant on the dependent variable which was F (2, 20) = 2.535, p = .104. Both the 

interaction effect of Time by Achieve, that F (4, 42) = .554, p = .698 and the between- 

subjects Achievement effect F (2, 21) = 2.064, p = .152, did not show the statistical 

significance as well. 

Qualitative Trends. 
 

Although the quantitative results were insignificant in this area, a representative 

from the low-ability group was able to use strong embedded clauses to describe his dad 

(i.e., My dad smiles when I watch football with him. Another thing that makes my dad 

smile is when I go to football games with him.). Christie (2012) noted that the “capacity 

to use enclosed dependent clauses in marked theme position (i.e., subject) is a relatively 

late development in children’s writing, typically emerging in late childhood to early 

adolescence” (p. 79). High-ability students were able to produce more cohesive texts (i.e., 

When you throw the ball into the air and hit it. It feels like you have acomplished 

something that you love. I practice with a net or a wall to make me get better.). All of 

these examples add details of place and manner through the use of embedded clauses. 
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Using the FG approach, Meranda was able to get students to produce more 

authentic texts as evidenced by linguistic features across time periods. 



Texas Tech University, Rong Chang, December 2014 

24 

 

 

 
 

CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

Both quantitative and qualitative analyses demonstrate significant improvement in 

elementary students’ writing performance on important linguistic elements necessary for 

effectively representing experiences. These improvements were linked to FG 

instructional targets and therefore suggest that explicit instruction using a FG approach 

can support students’ writing development without an over reliance on parts of speech 

and correctness of form. Although we found differences in the overall means among the 

three ability groups, these were not statistically significant at any of the three data 

collection intervals. The lack of significance could be due to the small sample size. 

Means for the low- and high-ability groups were lower than the middle ability group and 

suggest that the approach may need to be differentiated over time for different ability 

groups. The Time 1 and Time 2 increases were significant and it is at this time point 

where all three ability group means were very similar. Review of Mandy’s lessons 

indicated a higher rate of fidelity to the approach between Time 1 and Time 2. After 

Time 2, the teacher felt pressured to prepare for the district and state assessments which 

resulted in activities that were more aligned to the traditional approach than FG approach. 

For example, Mandy reported needing to focus on parts of speech more to provide 

students practice with items on the district assessment. The tendency to move to more 

traditional writing instructional approaches in school environments where there is high 

pressure to improve performance on standardized tests is consistent with past research 

(Harklau, 2002) showing that teachers turn to old ways of teaching and believing due to 

the demands of the new standards. Unfortunately this often limits language learning 
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opportunities which, in turn, affect language learning as evident in the dip in student 

writing performance. Regrettably, this dip may have been avoided if Mandy would have 

continued providing the high quality FG instruction. This claim that the more teachers 

followed a FG approach, the greater the impact on student writing performance. This 

shift coupled with the reduced instructional time due to holidays and school-sponsored 

events may account for the slightly lower mean at Time 3. 

A concerning, yet not surprising trend was the low writing performance at the 

start of the year. Most students did not produce texts consistent with previously published 

developmental trends (i.e., Christie, 2012). Since what is known about children’s writing 

development with respect to genre is taken from the work of FG researchers working 

with teachers to apply the approach in their classrooms, the underperformance of this 

sample may be an instructional artifact rather than a developmental difference between 

this sample and those reported in the research literature. This claim is supported by the 

marked improvement in students’ writing improvement after FG instruction. Mandy was 

able to move students to grade level norms at Time 2, just four weeks after the FG 

introduction. 

This study demonstrates that the FG approach allows teachers to focus on the 

interrelatedness of linguistic features rather than isolated grammatical errors. Mandy 

spent much of her time developing ideas with students by focusing on participants and 

processes. She had students brainstorm words and phrases connected to the prompt. She 

also used color-coding to help students better understand and identify the functions and 

flexibility of parts of speech and clauses. Mandy was able to illuminate the salient 

features of the descriptive genre found commonly in children’s literature through the 
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deconstruction and construction of text using careful analysis of model texts and text 

tapping activities. 

During the school years, students are engaged in different subjects with different 

language purposes. Students, especially young students, need meaningful learning 

opportunities in literacy (Christie, 2012). As demonstrated in this study, students as 

young as fourth grade are capable of understanding the linguistic features of specific 

genres when given explicit yet meaning-focused instruction. At the end of this study, 

Mandy reported that her students’ writing scores were significantly higher than those of 

other fourth grade students in the district who had not participated in the study. Statewide 

and campus scores confirm this claim: Grade 4 Writing scores indicated 71% 

satisfactory, 7% advanced, and 29% unsatisfactory. Mandy’s school scores indicated 

93% satisfactory, 11% advanced, and 7% unsatisfactory. With the use of FG method, 

Mandy was able to focus on genre features in ways that did not focus on errors 

(Schleppegrell, 2013). Instead, the form and function of genre became apparent resulting 

in more students benefiting from carefully constructed language learning opportunities. 

Thus, a systematic focus on the linguistic meaning structures relevant to targeted school- 

based tasks may provide young students with tools to cope with increased content 

instruction.  Without such linguistic supports, students may not benefit from outcome- 

based reform efforts, even if such reforms are aimed at improving educational 

opportunity. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERNAL STRUCTURE CODES 
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Table A1. Internal Structure Codes 
Code Definition/Comment/Example 

Who is Involved? 
Generalized 
Groups (GG) 

Generalized groups are NOT particular noun groups. They are needed to make 
generalizations (e.g., someone, people). 

Adjectivals 
(Adjective) 

Adjectivals are nouns that function as an adjective OR adjectives that function as a noun. 
Adjectivals cluster around the main noun group and provide information about the noun. 
Types of adjectivals include determiners (e.g., this, some, most, that, these), quantity 
(e.g., six, several, many), opinion (e.g., worst, fantastic), and factual adjectives (e.g., 
green, tallest, old), as well as classifiers (e.g., fruit tree, science book). 

Long Noun 
Phrases (LNP) 

Long noun phrases are noun groups that contain three or more words. They name the 
people, places, or things involved in the clause. 
LNPs are expanded nouns created by adding information before and/or after the main 
noun (e.g., BEFORE: those three bones; those three smelly bones - BEFORE/AFTER: 
those smelly lamb bones from the butcher shop) 

Nominalization 
(Nominal) 

At this point, writing is moving toward abstraction. Nominalization means turning words 
that are not normally nouns (verbs, conjunctions, adjectives, adverbs) into nouns. 
Nominalizations can include participials (verb + ing) if the intent is to condense meaning 

  (e.g., her acting, an old saying).   

  What is Going on?   
Action Verb Action verbs are about actions and events that involve people or things (e.g., run, nap). 
Mental Verb Mental verbs express meanings about feeling, thinking (e.g., to put up with, to cope with), 

and knowing, and mental verbs can involve the five senses (seeing, hearing, etc.). 
Relating Verb Relating verbs link or relate two pieces of information or two ‘entities’ in terms of what 

something is or has. In this way, relating verbs help describe, classify, define, and 
identify things and usually involve the verbs to be or to have. 
Check for modality when looking for relating verbs (e.g., would have probably been 
killed). Sometimes other verbs express the relationship between two things (e.g., The 
process is called evaporation. OR Oliver seemed fragile. OR The dangerous road caused 
her to protect her family.). 

Saying Verb Saying verbs express meanings about what we (or others) say. 
This includes both direct and indirect speech and various other kinds of verbal expression 

  (e.g., tell, say, announce).   
  Circumstance   

Adverbial 
Phrases 
(ADVPH) 

Adverbial phrases are a group of words NOT containing a subject; also, a verb acting as 
an adverb, such as prepositional phrases and infinitive phrases (when explaining why) 
and other phrases that include as (e.g., as often as possible). 

Adverbs (ADV) Adverbs often tell when, where, why, or under what conditions something happens or 
happened. 

Embedded 
Clauses 
(EMBED) 

Embedded clauses are the inclusion of any linguistic unit as part of another unit of the 
same general type. Code relative clauses. Note that they are usually marked in some way, 
e.g., by the initial who, what, that, and when (e.g., The boy who came is his cousin; I told 
him that I would go.). Who came is a relative clause; that I would go is a noun clause. 
Code adverbial clauses, which are word groups containing a subject and verb acting as an 
adverb (modifying the verb and are marked by a relative adverb, e.g., when, where, why 
(e.g., My entire family now worships in the church where my great grandfather used to be 
minister.). Codes describing circumstance add density to writing. 
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APPENDIX B 

ANOVA RESULTS 
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Table B1. Result of Within-subjects Effects Tests for ANOVA on Students’ 
Development of Linguistic Features 
 

Source of 
Effects 

Type III 
Sum of 
Squares 

 
 

df 

 
Mean 

Square 

 
 

F 

 
 

Sig. 

Partial 
Eta 

Squared 
  Who is Involved?   
Time 480.083 2 135.847 12.005 0.000 *** 0.364 
Time × Achieve 21.056 4 5.264 0.465 0.761 0.042 
Error (Time) 475.250 42 11.315    

  What is Going On?   
Time 271.694 2 240.042 5.897 0.006 ** 0.219 
Time × Achieve 118.417 4 29.604 0.727 0.578 0.065 
Error (Time) 1709.500 42 40.702    

  Circumstance   
Time 242.528 2 121.264 3.764 0.031 0.152 
Time × Achieve 66.389 4 16.597 0.515 0.725 0.047 
Error (Time) 1353.083 42 32.216    

  Grand Total   
Time 2737.583 2 1368.792 8.618 0.001 ** 0.291 
Time × Achieve 387.417 4 96.854 0.610 0.658 0.055 
Error (Time) 6671.000 42 158.833    

Notes: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
 

Table B2. Result of Between-subjects Effects Tests for ANOVA on Students’ 
Development of Linguistic Features 
 

Source of 
Effects 

Type III 
Sum of 
Squares 

 
 

df 

 
Mean 
Square 

 
 

F 

 
 

Sig. 

Partial 
Eta 

Squared 
  Who is Involved?   
Intercept 5635.681 1 5638.681 202.610 .000 .906 
Achieve 11.194 2 5.597 .201 .819 .019 
Error 584.125 21 27.815    

  What is Going On?   
Intercept 29768.000 1 29768.000 241.246 .000 .920 
Achieve 364.750 2 182.375 1.478 .251 .123 
Error 2591.250 21 123.393    

  Circumstance   
Intercept 14592.014 1 14592.014 364.132 .000 .945 
Achieve 165.444 2 82.722 2.064 .152 .164 
Error 841.542 21 40.073    

  Grand Total   
Intercept 135720.500 1 135720.500 349.345 .000 .943 
Achieve 1147.000 2 573.500 1.476 .251 .123 
Error 8158.500 21 388.500    
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Table B3. Descriptive Statistics and ANOVA Results on Each Linguistic Feature 
 

TIME 1 TIME 2 TIME 3 
Linguistic Features 

 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
What is Going On? 

Action Verb 9.33 6.53 8.79 3.95 11.79 6.51 
Mental Verb ** 1.21 1.35 3.42 2.24 2.46 2.41 
Relating Verb ** 5.21 2.69 7.96 3.82 8.00 4.57 
Saying Verb 1.04 1.30 1.17 1.47 0.63 1.69 
TOTAL VERBS * 16.79 8.39 21.3 8.15 22.88 8.44 

Who is Involved? 
Generalized Group ** 0.08 0.28 0.75 1.11 0.67 0.82 
Long Noun Phrase 2.79 1.84 3.88 2.54 3.88 2.44 
Adjectival * 3.04 2.10 5.08 2.64 4.21 2.81 
Nominal 0.25 0.74 1.00 2.19 0.92 1.06 
TOTAL NOUN GROUP ** 6.17 2.82 10.71 4.60 9.67 4.28 

Circumstance 
Adverb 3.46 2.27 5.00 2.81 4.79 3.19 
Adverbial Phrase 4.75 3.63 5.38 3.41 5.00 3.12 
Embedding 3.54 2.28 5.75 4.92 5.04 4.12 
TOTAL CIRCUMSTANCE 11.75 5.22 16.12 6.76 14.83 5.71 

Grand Total 
GRAND TOTAL ** 34.71 14.80 48.17 16.74 47.38 14.56 

Notes: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
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