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Regan, Mastropieri and Scruggs undertook their 2005 study based upon the research based evidence that students who struggle with emotional and behavioral disturbances typically have academic deficits, as well.  They referred to Dunlap and Childs (1996), Anderson, Kutash, and Duchnowski (2001) and Cullinan and Sabornie (2004) who indicated that this population of students struggled both socially and academically.  Indeed, according to Regan, Mastropieri and Scruggs, both Anderson, Kutash, and Duchnowski, and Cullinan and Sabornie revealed that these type of students, “typically function at least a year or more below grade level in most academic areas, have lower graduation rates, and are less likely to attend postsecondary school”(Regan, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, p. 33).   Furthermore, their research indicated only a  limited amount of research has been conducted on academic interventions for this population, and out of those studies only one concentrated on an area other than reading or math (Regan, Mastropieri, & Scruggs).  Written expression is not only an important academic area, but also the research that Regan, Mastropieri and Scruggs referenced indicated that students with emotional and behavioral disturbances (EBD) had particular deficits expressing themselves in writing.    

For this reason, Regan, Mastropieri, and Scruggs chose to use a practice that could provide an opportunity for both social development and academic learning: dialogue journaling.  “This practice provides opportunities for self-expression and problem-solving with an adult” (Regan, 2003; Young & Crow, 1992).   This study used a multiple-baseline design to investigate the effects of dialogue journaling on on-task behavior, writing fluency and writing quality, for five sixth grade students with identified EBD.  The results of this study indicated that though all participants increased their attention to task, and four out of five increased the number of words written, four out of five participants only slightly increased the quality of their writing.  The authors surmised that the short length of the intervention combined with the lack of writing mechanics instruction could have resulted in the limited increase in writing quality for four of the five participants.  Moreover, the fifth participant, identified has having autism, had a particular deficit with conservational ability, and therefore had great difficulty transferring oral language into text.

Delano (2007) conducted a multiple-baseline design study to evaluate the effects of the evidenced based practice of Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) writing instruction (Graham, Harris, MacArthur, & Schwartz, 1991) on a 12 yr. old student with Asperger Syndrome.  Though this study had only one participant, its positive results, combined with its intervention’s interactive type structure, could either provide a promising modification to Regan, Mastropieri, & Scruggs’ dialogue journal intervention, or perhaps could be equally, if not more effective by itself.   It would be worthwhile to compare and contrast the effects of both methods on this population alongside a method which combines the two.   The purpose of this study, therefore will be to compare and contrast the effects of three methods for students with EBD: (a)  dialogue journaling, (b) SRSD, and (c) a method that embeds the SRSD writing instruction as described by Delano (2007) into a modified dialogue journal intervention as described by Regan, Mastropieri, & Scruggs (2005).  Specifically this study will address the following research questions:

How does each of these methods impact the attention, writing fluency, and writing quality of students with EBD? 
How do students with EBD perceive the value of each of these interventions?

Method
Participants
       Students.   Students who meet the inclusion criterion will be randomly selected from a six-grade classroom of a self-contained school for students diagnosed with emotional and behavior disturbances located in a diverse suburban county in the eastern United States to be placed in one of three groups for writing instruction.   The students will be between the ages of 11 and 12.  Students will have behavioral goals included on their individualized educational plans (IEPs), and they may have secondary disability characteristics, as well. The participants must be able to independently compose at least three legible sentences, and to read on at least the second-grade level, as assessed by the Informal Reading Inventory (IRI).  Ethnic, gender, SES, and specific disability characteristics will be collected and reported.  
         Staff.  Staff may include three special education teachers who hold advanced degrees in special education, and have experience teaching students with behavior challenges.  In addition, there may at least be three graduate interns enrolled in advanced degree programs in special education.  Ethnic, gender, education, and experience characteristics will be reported.
Setting


The study will take place in a self-contained elementary school for students with emotional and behavioral disturbances.  This school may be located in a diverse suburban county in eastern United States.  Data will be collected about the number of students enrolled, their ethnic, socio-economic, primary language, and educational resource service characteristics. 

Design


The design will be an experimental group design consisting of three groups.  The students will be randomly assigned to one of the three groups.  One group will be instructed using dialogue journaling, one will utilize the SRSD intervention strategy, and one will use a method that embeds journaling into SRSD.
Materials
The instructor for each group will need, (a) a collection of cartoon picture writing prompts which researchers designed based on IEP listed, as well as observed, targeted behaviors, both inappropriate and appropriate (e.g. , student ripping up paper out of frustration – student asking for help and trying again), and (b) a list of action and description words that are based on target behaviors (e.g., yell, whisper, smile, gentle, noisy, happy).  The SRSD group and the SRSD instructional/ journaling group will also both need, (a) a flip chart for making revisions, and (b) black and red markers.   Additionally, each student in all three groups will need a three ring binder with lined paper. The students in the SRSD group and the SRSDinstructional/journaling group will also need, (a) planning sheets (see, Delano, 2007), and (b) graph paper for self-charting.
Dependent Measures


Quantitative measures listed below are to be defined according to Graham and Harris’ procedure as cited in Delano, 2007.  
              Total words written.  The number of words that represent a spoken word, regardless of spelling will be counted. This will be determined by computer after the student entries are typed into a computer
              Action words.  The number of different words that tell what people, things or animals do will be counted.  This will be measured independently by the two trained graduate students.  If 100% agreement is not reached, the average of the sum of their scores will be submitted 
            Describing words.   The number of different words that tell about the size, shape, color, number, feeling, etc. will be counted. This will be measured independently by the two trained graduate students.  If 100% agreement is not reached, the average of the sum of their scores will be submitted.
            Revisions. The number of changes made to the text that alter its meaning, such as adding more information will be counted.    This will be measured independently by the two trained graduate students.  If 100% agreement is not reached, the average of the sum of their scores will be submitted.

           Quality.  The writings will be assessed for overall quality based on organization, word choice, focus, and elaboration.  This assessment will be made by two scorers who will independently read each sample and assign a score from 1 to 7 points.  The higher numbers will indicate higher quality, and the scores will be averaged to result in a single score.
            Student attention while writing .  During each 15 minute block of time that students are to write independently, students will be observed for attention to task in four 15 second increments of time per minute using Cooper’s interval recording system as cited by Regan, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, 2005. The recording will be completed by the instructor and one of the graduate students based upon the use of the daily recording video.
On task will be operationally defined:
(a) student is in designated area of room; (b) student is manually engaged with appropriate materials;(c) student is reading/writing the question/entry;(d) student refrains from making derogatory comments about task/other; (e) student asks relevant question(s) to adult(s), as needed; (f)student maintains focus on appropriate task and/or the journaling tools; and (g) student may appear in thought by intermittently and quietly looking away from material and not writing(engaged only with self). (Regan, Mastropieri, & Scruggs, 2005, p.37)
           Student Satisfaction.  Students will be complete a survey at the end of the study in order to evaluate how much they were satisfied with the intervention.  They will rate the intervention on a scale of 1 (not at all), 2 (somewhat), or 3 (very much)
Reliability
  In order to asses that the intervention was implemented with accuracy, an observer will complete a procedural checklist of one-third of all the sessions.  At least 95% accuracy must be maintained.  Interobserver agreement will be assessed for 20% of the observations with at least 80% agreement to be maintained.
Procedure


Permission from university, district review boards and school will be obtained.  Students will be randomly selected from a list of sixth grade students who fit the inclusion criterion.   Permission from parents and students will be obtained.  Students will be observed for the first two months of school across all school settings and relevant IEP objectives will be referenced.  These observation data will be the basis for the targeted behaviors which will then be depicted by cartoon picture writing prompts.  It will also be the basis for the action and descriptive word lists that will be formulated.


Each student will be randomly assigned to one of the treatment groups.  They will meet in separate locations, but at the same time.  A 30 minute block of time for this intervention four times a week will be scheduled.
Dialogue Journaling Group


The instructor will randomly select a cartoon picture prompt from the set.  The first 15 minutes of the session will be spent in a group discussion developing ideas about the prompt.  Instructor can elicit greater details and increased vocabulary by asking questions. At times they may play the story telling game where each must continue making up the story where the other left off.  The students will then pick another prompt from the set and write a story independently in their binders for the next 15 minutes.  During this time, they will be observed and videotaped for attention to task behavior.  At the end of the session they will return their binders to the shelf. 
 The instructor will type up the entries daily and enter them into a word processor for word count analysis.  The instructor will then respond to the students’ entries in the binder, modeling additional action and describing words.  The dialogues will be analyzed by both the instructor and the interns for the other dependent variables. 
At the next session, after the group discussion time, the students will retrieve their binders, read the instructor’s responses, and have the choice to either continue the dialogue story on previous prompt, or pick a new prompt
SRSD Group

The intervention will consist of three strategies outlined by Graham and Harris as cited by Delano, 2007.  These strategies are action words, describing words, and revisions,
Each time a new strategy is introduced, the student is to receive a five step instruction : (1) background knowledge, (2) rationale and instruction how to graph number of words written, and number of revisions made, (3) modeling self-talk, (4) memorizing steps, (5) practicing with feedback .  


For Strategy I & II, action words and describing words, the instructor will first explain the meaning of action (or describing) words, give a rationale for using different ones and give some examples.  The students will be prompted to give additional examples, and then pick a cartoon picture prompt.  The instructor and students will brainstorm about action (or describing) words that would fit the story, and these words would be written down on the planning sheet (see Delano, 2007). At the end of 15 minutes the students will then be instructed to write a story independently.  During this time, the students will be observed and videotaped for attention to task behavior record.

 
The instructor will type the students’ written work into a word processor for a word count.  Both instructor and intern will evaluate the work for dependent variables.  Brain storming ideas for additional descriptive or action words will be written on the flip chart for the next day in black.  The next session will begin with a 15 minute brainstorming and revision session, during which time the students’ additional  suggestions will be written in red, on the flip chart.  The students will record suggestions on their planning sheets.  For the next 15 minutes, the students will be given an opportunity to incorporate the new revisions in the binder during independent writing time, and graph the progress (see Delano, 2007).  The strategy will continue until the students can use it independently.


Strategy III will consist of making revisions.  It will follow the same format, however, rather than substituting or adding words, the students will be encouraged to add new ideas.
SRSD/dialoging Group


The procedure will be the same as the SRSD group except that the instructor will also respond will respond in writing in students’ binders daily.  These responses  will be the same as in the dialogue group, modeling appropriate action, describing, or revision strategies.  
Maintenance


Two weeks after the last session is completed, a probe following baseline procedures will be conducted.
   Data Analysis


Data on dependent variables will be computed using SPSS.  Means will be computed for each dependent variable for each group.  These will then be compared with each of the other groups in order to determine the effect sizes.  For example, the mean action word of the dialogue group will be compared with the mean action words of the SRSD group, and then again with the mean action word of the SRSD/journaling group.
Anticipated Results

It is hoped that a balance can be struck between the freedom of the dialogue journaling and the increased structure of the SRSD writing strategy.  If this balance is successful, these students will have the opportunity to not only grow socially and academically, but will also make increased strides with written expression skills.  The reason for comparing these three approaches, however, is to ascertain which method might be most successful with this population of students.
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