Effectiveness of a verbal talent enrichment program: “The Writers' Workshop”

Keywords:
Writing workshop; verbal talent; preadolescents


Abstract
This paper describes an after-school enrichment program for children with verbal talent: the writer's workshop. This method emphasizes learning the process of writing (planning, writing, reviewing, publishing). Although it was successfully implemented at different educational levels, its use with gifted students is rare. Interventions were carried out during two years applying this program to pre-adolescents who were attending their initial and/or secondary education in Argentina. The identification strategies employed were, in the first year, a scale for grading gifted reading behavior by teachers, and in the second year a specific essay writing test. To verify the effectiveness of the program, a quasi-experimental pre-post design was used. Data were statistically analyzed with the Wilcoxon non-parametric test and in combination with the Stouffer method. Additionally, a survey was conducted to evaluate the usefulness of the program according to the participants' criteria. Results support the effectiveness of the program. Some limitations of the research design as well as of the tests used to identify gifted students are mentioned, suggesting modifications that could improve the identification process, the effectiveness of the program and the validity of its results.
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Resumen
[bookmark: _GoBack]En este trabajo se describe un programa de enriquecimiento extracurricular para niños con talento verbal: “El Taller de Escritores”. En este método se enfatiza el aprendizaje del proceso de escritura (planificación, redacción, revisión, publicación). Aunque se implementó en diferentes niveles educativos de manera exitosa, su utilización con estudiantes talentosos es poco frecuente. Se realizaron intervenciones durante dos años aplicando este programa a preadolescentes de entre 10 y 13 años que cursaban su educación inicial y/o media en Argentina. Las estrategias de identificación empleadas fueron, en el primer año una escala de calificación del comportamiento talentoso en lectura por parte de los docentes, y en el segundo año una prueba específica de escritura de ensayo. Para verificar la efectividad de los programas se utilizó un diseño cuasi-experimental pre-post. Los datos fueron analizados estadísticamente en cada estudio particular con la prueba no paramétrica de Wilcoxon y de manera combinada mediante el método de Stouffer. Adicionalmente, se realizó una encuesta para evaluar la utilidad del programa según el criterio de los participantes. Los resultados en conjunto apoyan la efectividad del programa. Se mencionan algunas limitaciones del diseño de investigación así como de las pruebas utilizadas para identificar a los estudiantes talentosos, sugiriendo modificaciones que podrían mejorar el proceso de identificación, la efectividad del programa y la validez de sus resultados.
Palabras clave: taller de escritura, talento verbal, preadolescentes.








The term gifted or talented refers to students, children or adolescents who exhibit high performance in areas such as academic subjects, artistic production, creativity, leadership or athletic skills. These individuals, in order to fully develop their abilities, require educational services or activities that are not regularly provided by schools (NAGC & CSDPG, 2013). 
Verbal skills, together with spatial and quantitative skills, constitute the core of the so-called academic talent (Lubinski, 2002; Pérez & Medrano, 2013) one of the fundamental dimensions of the talent spectrum, as well as creative/productive talent (Renzulli, 2005). Verbal aptitude includes reading comprehension, writing and oral communication skills (Rindermann, Michou & Thompson, 2011). The ability to express oneself in writing is one of the key competencies for survival and employment in an increasingly competitive global economy (Calkins, Ehrenworth & Lehman, 2013).
According to Joseph Renzulli's Three Ring Theory (2005), gifted is explained by the interaction of three factors: 1) above-average intelligence/aptitude, 2) commitment to the task (motivation), and 3) creativity. It is the gifted reader who demonstrates the three above aspects in the specific domain of reading, and this same reasoning can be applied to the domain of writing. Research has identified some indicators of reading and writing talent. For example, the following are above-average indicators of verbal proficiency: rich vocabulary, verbal memory, good text comprehension, early reading, and writing quality. Reading voracity, selection of challenging reading materials, prolonged attention when reading and frequency of writing are some indicators of commitment to reading and writing tasks. Finally, some indicators of creativity are: appreciation of the beauty in literary works, high sensitivity and empathy with the content and characters of the texts, as well as written expression of original ideas (Vosslamber, 2005).
Extra-curricular enrichment activities provide talented students with more challenging experiences and resources than those in regular education. Examples of these activities are independent projects, learning centers, and reading and/or writing workshops. The writers' workshop emphasizes learning the writing process, which includes planning, writing, reviewing, editing, and publishing skills (Calkins, 2001). In a more recent article (Calkins, Ehrenworth & Lehman, 2013) they have highlighted the conditions that schools must create in order for their students to write competently: spending a lot of time on writing, having the freedom to choose the topics they prefer to write about, providing feedback on student productions, offering explicit instruction in writing strategies, teaching the structure of different literary genres, and providing examples of outstanding texts in each genre.
Research supports the effectiveness of teaching creative writing techniques in conjunction with reading instruction (Albers, Martin, & Gammill, 2005). Immersion in the reading of great works along with instruction in writing stimulates the production of quality texts. Members of a reading and writing workshop read a literary work and discuss in a discussion or panel the interpretation reached by each participant. Specifically, students examine the language, perspective, and context of their favorite authors and work to develop their own voice in writing.
The rules of a writing workshop should be simple and clear. Frey (2005) suggests: a) attending meetings with reading and writing assignments completed before each meeting, b) actively participating in workshop activities, c) contributing at least one original work (poem, short story or essay) by each student for discussion in the whole group, and d) maintaining a folder or portfolio that includes all the activities and drafts previously done by each member. What is essential in this approach is that the participants feel deeply involved in the writing, and that they write about aspects they do not know about those topics they do know. Other important aspects are: sharing and reviewing personal texts with the other participants and perceiving themselves as authors. On the other hand, the interventions should be oriented to create critical awareness of the author with respect to their productions and not to directly solve their difficulties, thus avoiding generating dependence on the teacher (Calkins, 2001). 
Additionally, it is advisable to enrich the participants' vocabulary since it has been convincingly demonstrated that vocabulary extension is a fundamental factor in textual understanding (Cromley & Azevedo, 2007), and also contributes to the quality of written expression. In writing workshops, teachers also give mini-classes on technical aspects (structure of literary genres, for example) that help participants improve their composition skills.
One method that works well for the analysis of literary works is that of Shared Interrogation (Albers, Martin & Gammill, 2005), the use of which promotes deep understanding and critical thinking in relation to texts. The shared interrogation method is used in reading programs such as Junior Great Books (Nichols, 1993) with students at different educational levels. This method stimulates comprehensive reading, the formation of critical thinking skills and the habit of basing interpretations on ideas and facts from the texts themselves. Discussions are led by educators, who ask questions about the shared readings and thus stimulate students to think about the meaning of what they have read. This method works with three types of questions: factual, interpretative, and evaluative. A factual question asks about what is literally said and, although it is the most basic level of questioning, it accustoms students to rely on evidence from the text itself in order to interpret it. Interpretative questions aim to extract the meaning of the text. Finally, evaluative questions are aimed at getting the student to examine whether or not the content of the text agrees with their values, expectations and beliefs. 
Programs developed to provide enrichment to gifted students should be formally evaluated so that the results of this evaluation can improve professional practice and ensure learning for participants in these types of programs (Callahan, Moon & Oh, 2017). This paper describes the main characteristics, implementation and evaluation of a writers' workshop for pre-adolescents with high skills and interest in reading and writing creative and/or expository texts.

Methods
Participants
A multi-stage sampling technique was used to select the participants. Initially, the opening of the workshop for writers was promoted by inviting the educational community to participate. An initial meeting was held with interested students and their parents to inform them of the characteristics of the workshop. Students interested in participating in the workshop were then evaluated using two procedures: a) the writing task "My idea of a perfect day" (Pajares & Miller, 1999), and b) the Reading subscale of the Scales for Rating the Behavioral Characteristics of Superior Students (Renzullli, Del Siegle, Reis, Gavin & Sistma Reed, 2009). These tests were graded by their regular teachers. The correlation between the scores given by each evaluator was .82, suggesting that inter-examiner reliability was adequate. A total of 20 participants (75% female and 15% male) were selected from the results of these tests and identified as potentially talented. 
The participants were divided into two cohorts of groups. The first cohort (Study 1) included 10 fifth- and sixth-year students, aged 10-12 years (mean=11.09), eight females and two males. The second cohort (Study 2) included 10 sixth- and seventh-year students, aged 11-13 years (mean=12.21), seven females and three males.

Instruments
Two instruments were used to select the participants. The subscale Reading Scales for Rating the Behavioral Characteristics of Superior Students (Renzullli et al., 2009) which consists of nine items (Focuses on reading for extended periods, for example) that teachers must rate with a six-point scale (never, very rarely, rarely, sometimes, frequently, always). Its psychometric properties of internal consistency (.96), internal structure verified by confirmatory factor analysis and predictive validity with respect to academic performance in Language are excellent. The second test used was the writing task: "My perfect day". In this test the student is asked to write a short essay in 30 minutes developing his idea of a perfect or ideal day (Pajares & Miller, 1999). Each essay was scored holistically by two independent evaluators using a scale of 0 to 8 points that considered four criteria, such as writing organization, writing quality, formal aspects (proper use of punctuation marks, for example), and grammatical correctness. 
To evaluate the effectiveness of the program, PRO-ESC (Cuetos Vega, Ramos Sánchez, & Hernández Ruano, 2004) was used. It is a battery of six tests (Dictation of sentences, for example) designed to evaluate eight aspects of writing (Writing an expository text, for example). It can be used with children and adolescents from the third year of primary school to the fourth year of secondary school (8 to 16 years old) and its complete administration takes approximately one hour. For this research we used the Writing an Essay test which consists of describing some animal that the student knows or prefers. It is graded considering ten aspects of form (spelling, for example) and content (use of complex sentences, for example) giving one point for each component present. The internal consistency of the instrument is good (alpha coefficient .82), it has an internal structure of three factors (text writing, for example) obtained through exploratory factor analysis and a moderate predictive validity of the total battery score (r=.46) with respect to the writing ability evaluated by the teachers in a sample of 869 Spanish children and adolescents.

Procedure
The writers' workshop was structured in a series of meetings with weekly frequency and two hours duration, during three months (12 meetings in total). Each participant had to attend the meetings regularly, carry out the assigned tasks, bring working materials (folder, Spanish language dictionary, etc.) as well as literary works they were reading and their own textual productions. The workshop took place in the afternoon, like all the school's extracurricular activities, since all the participants were morning shift students.
The first meetings were devoted to explore and define interests and writing projects of the workshop members. In the following sessions, activities were carried out such as selected readings, discussion of literary works using guides that stimulated critical analysis, mini-classes by the teacher on topics that helped participants develop their writing skills (summarizing texts, for example), writing practices, and group review of each participant's productions. 
Stories and poems by various paradigmatic authors (Horacio Quiroga, Oscar Wilde, Jorge Luis Borges, the Brothers Grimm, among others) were analyzed, as well as short expository-informative texts, the latter chosen according to the students' research and writing interests. Each participant received a booklet explaining the workshop, including all the guides (structure of each literary genre, for example) and reading materials (stories, poems and expository texts) that were used in the workshop. 
The final meetings were geared towards preparing the publication of the participants' works. The students had the possibility of publishing their best work on the school's website or in the school magazine. 

Statistical analysis
To evaluate the effectiveness of the program, the scores obtained before and after the PRO-ESC Writing Test program were compared (Cuetos Vega, Ramos Sánchez & Ruano Hernández, 2004). Since the sample was small and an ordinal measure was used, the Wilcoxon non-parametric test was used to evaluate the effect of each program (Study 1 and Study 2).  In order to analyze the results obtained in both studies, the Stouffer combined test was used (Cortada de Cohan, Macbeth & López Alonso, 2008). This statistic allows us to jointly evaluate a series of different tests that independently contrast the same hypothesis, in this case the impact of the intervention on the quality of writing. This type of meta-analytical test allows us to obtain a more global and integrative estimate of the results. 

Results
To assess program effectiveness using a single pre-post cuasi-experimental group design with the intervention program operating as an independent variable and writing quality as a dependent variable. 
Analyses conducted on the first cohort of students (study 1), indicated that there were differences between the first and second evaluation in favour of the latter, although these did not reach statistical significance (z = -1.05, p< .293). When calculating the effect size using Cliff's Delta Calculator (Macbeth, Razumiejczyk & Ledesma, 2011) a small intervention effect was observed (delta -.28). 
When analyzing the results obtained in the second cohort of students (study 2) if statistically significant differences were obtained between the first and second evaluation (z = -2.20, p< 0.28) with a large effect size (delta -.53).
Finally, to jointly analyze the results obtained in both studies, the Stouffer combined test was used. The results obtained were statistically significant (Zc=2.18, p<.05), with a moderate effect size (delta -.40). 

Discussion
Interest in identifying gifted children in order to provide them with adequate attention to their academic and social needs has increased enormously in recent years (Demetrikulos & Pecore, 2015). There is currently a debate around initiatives to identify gifted students and provide them with accelerated education, or even segregated education. Some studies indicate pros and cons of providing a segregated education for gifted students (Reid, 2014; Silvermann, 2013). Given this picture, research is needed to address the issue of identifying gifted students and the methods of education best suited to their psychological and educational needs.
Extra-curricular enrichment activities provide gifted students with more challenging experiences and resources than those in regular education. An example of this type of activity is the Writer's Workshop, designed for verbally gifted pre-adolescent students. This type of activity emphasizes learning the writing process, which includes planning, writing, reviewing, editing, and publishing skills (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2013). 
This paper describes the main characteristics, implementation and evaluation of a writers' workshop for pre-adolescents with high skills and interest in reading and writing creative and/or expository texts. Specifically, two interventions aimed at increasing the writing quality of verbally talented pre-adolescents are described. The writer's workshop method was used (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 2001), an approach that emphasizes learning the writing process (planning, writing, reviewing, publishing).
Students who participated in this 12-meeting workshop were required to attend meetings with reading and writing assignments completed before each meeting, contribute at least one original paper, discuss the written production as a group, and maintain a portfolio that included all the activities and drafts previously completed by each member. The joint quantitative results of both interventions supported the effectiveness of the program. There was also a strong adherence to the workshop, in spite of being a counter-task activity, with only two desertions among the 20 initial participants between both interventions.
This research has several limitations, in particular, the weakness of the pre-post design with a single group where the possible effect of other intervening variables, such as maturation, cannot be controlled (León & Montero, 2003). Future interventions should include some control group in the quasi-experimental design, in order to increase the validity of the results obtained.
Beyond the limitations of the present project, it should be noted that few studies have been carried out to identify and educate talented students in low-income countries. It is hoped that the present work will stimulate research in this field. Likewise, the results obtained have a practical utility since, based on this experience, teachers and educators have an effective program to develop verbal talent in pre-adolescent students.
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