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Abstract 

Researchers theorise metalinguistic awareness as essential to learning to write. Children 

writing must have the ability to think about language as an abstraction, a resource for 

making meaning, and reflect on it. In New Zealand, there have been studies of the 

metalinguistic awareness essential to reading and early writing but no study in New 

Zealand has investigated the relationship between metalinguistic awareness and children’s 

writing, at 7 to 11 years of age. Internationally, little is known about the nature of 

children’s metalinguistic awareness related to writing. 

The aim of this study was to investigate the nature and types of metalinguistic awareness 

expressed by primary-aged children while writing a text and subsequently during 

interviews. Differences between individual children concerning the abstraction and 

sophistication of their metalinguistic awareness and its complex relationship to writing 

achievement were explored.  

In order to achieve this aim, the study was an explanatory, sequential mixed methods 

design. This comprised a quantitative, first phase in which the children’s writing and 

metalinguistic abilities were tested using two standardised, norm referenced tests. The 

strength of a possible relationship was tested through correlation. The first phase provided 

scores which enabled small profile groups to be chosen, for the second qualitative phase, 

in which children wrote a paragraph and verbalised what they were thinking as they wrote. 

The children then completed an interview to talk about their writing. The participants in 

the first phase were 85 children at Years 3 to 6 of their New Zealand schooling from an 

inner city, multiethnic Auckland school. A subsample of 32 participants, divided into four 

high-achieving and low-achieving profile groups, was purposively chosen for the second 

phase.  

The first phase revealed that there was a relationship between writing and metalinguistic 

awareness, as measured by the two standardised tests. The second phase explained the 

nature of this relationship: verbalisation and interview transcripts provided nuanced 

metalinguistic data which showed that all children were thinking metalinguistically about 

their writing.  

This study contributes a finely grained analysis of the metalinguistic awareness that 

children employed related to writing achievement. Instances of metalinguistic awareness 



iii 

were placed on continua of increasingly explicit representations and consciously making 

linguistic choices, which showed developing abstraction and sophistication in the 

children’s perception of language. The theory that children develop inner control of a 

network of metalinguistic strategies for working on text which might be self-extending 

was supported. 
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1 Introduction 

Writing is a complex endeavour. It requires the orchestration of an intricate network of 

strategies for controlling and applying knowledge about multiple aspects of language in 

order creatively to construct a text.  

There is evidence from international and New Zealand writing achievement data that 

students on average underperform in writing. The National Curriculum Assessments at 

Key Stage Two (KS 2) (children aged between 7 and 11 years) in England in 2019 

recorded that 78% of students achieved at the expected standard in KS 2 tests (Department 

for Education, 2019). The National Assessment of Educational Progress in America 

recorded that 20% of students in Grades 8 and 12 were below basic writing levels in 2011. 

In Auckland, New Zealand’s largest city, in 2015, 28.7% of children were achieving below 

or well below New Zealand national curriculum standards in writing (Figure NZ, 2015). 

The figure in 2016 was 35% nationwide (Ministry of Education, 2018). Children’s 

underachievement in writing is a pressing issue which research needs to continue to 

address, since writing is intrinsic to achievement in education. 

This study was instigated when the researcher was working as a language teacher in a 

South Auckland primary school in 2013. A significant proportion of the children, 29%, 

were not reaching the then extant New Zealand national curriculum standards in writing 

(Ministry of Education, 2009). This reflected national figures. This study was initiated to 

try to find out what capable writers thought about language while writing in contrast to 

low-achieving writers.  

One line of inquiry seemed important. The nature of children’s metalinguistic awareness 

(MLA) and its development is crucial to their development as writers. MLA is theorised as 

children’s ability to think about language as an abstraction and reflect upon it (Cazden, 

1974). It is thought to be essential in writing, which is an inherently metalinguistic act 

(Halliday, 1993; Myhill & Jones, 2015). Children’s developing MLA underpins writing 

achievement (Clay, 1975; Martello, 2001). A study of children’s development in MLA 

would show the types of metalinguistic attention to language which characterise capable 

child writers (Myhill, 2009). Knowledge about children’s MLA and how it develops could 

help teachers to enhance children’s metalinguistic understanding, which is integral to their 

success in writing (Cazden, 1974; Gombert, 1992; Myhill & Jones, 2015).  
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MLA is elaborated as a concept in a number of studies: one researcher defines MLA as 

part of metacognition in children’s cognitive development (Bialystok, 2001). A second 

collection of studies shows that MLA develops through oral language (Gombert, 1992; 

Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; Smith & Tager-Flusberg, 1982). A third group of studies suggests 

that MLA is important in reading (Clay, 1991, 1998b; Foy & Mann, 2006; Tunmer & 

Herriman, 1984). A further body of research reveals that there is disagreement about when 

children start to show MLA: as an end point of development after subconscious processes 

of learning oral language (Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986); after the age of 7 when 

they accede to the concrete operational stage (Gombert, 1992; Hakes, 1980; Piaget, 1964); 

or interactively with language development as they learn language as very young children 

(Clark, 1978; Clay, 1991; Doherty & Perner, 1998; Galambos & Goldin-Meadow, 1990). 

Researchers also theorise MLA development as interrelated with literacy education (Clay, 

1975, 1991; Gombert, 1992).  

Recently, researchers found that contextualised, functional grammar teaching interventions 

were effective in improving children’s writing achievement (for example, Myhill, Jones, & 

Lines, 2018; Myhill, Jones, Lines, & Watson, 2012). Effectively managed metalinguistic 

talk enhanced children’s metalinguistic understanding of how linguistic choices can be 

made to convey meaning in writing; it was related to their writing performance (Chen & 

Myhill, 2016; Myhill & Newman, 2016). One researcher showed that knowledge of 

metalanguage is related to progress in early writing (Martello, 2001). Situated cognition 

theorists found that context influences and shapes writers’ MLA (Camps & Milian, 

2000b).  

Writers’ MLA in the middle school years has not been studied in New Zealand. Clay 

(1975) researched children’s early reading development and described the MLA young 

children needed for reading, from a development psychological perspective. She 

investigated early writing and pointed to the need for a study of MLA and writing (Clay, 

1975, 1991). Clay (1991) suggested that children develop reading literacy by gaining inner 

control over a network of strategies and that those strategies are self-extending. 

Conceivably, inner control over metalinguistic strategies for working on text is required 

for writing.  

Presently there is limited knowledge about how children’s metalinguistic thinking about 

writing develops (Myhill & Newman, 2016; Newman & Watson, 2020). MLA research has 
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focused on young children, bilingualism and secondary school learners. There is space in 

the literature for a cross-sectional study of the nature of children’s MLA. A finely grained 

description of the differences among children’s expressions of MLA, related to their 

writing achievement, will indicate whether MLA develops in relation to writing. Such 

development is conceptualised as children flexibly expanding their knowledge and control 

of different types of texts and interanimating the multiple voices and types of English they 

hear in their worlds (Haas Dyson, 2009), rather than an imaginary, linear notion of 

development towards literacy (Haas Dyson, 2009). The study would show which theory of 

metalinguistic development is supported.  

The present study investigated the multifaceted nature of children’s MLA related to 

writing. It was a cross-sectional study which focused on differences in the MLA of 

children at different levels of writing and metalinguistic achievement. It contributes a 

finely grained description of the types of metalinguistic attention children aged 7 to 11 

paid to meaning, language and texts as they wrote, varying from low-achieving writers to 

high-achieving writers. This study revealed how MLA develops. It showed which theory 

of metalinguistic development might be supported. 

My background as a researcher and teacher is one of fascination with children’s ability to 

learn to write and their struggles with writing. I taught writing for decades at most levels of 

the primary school. I worked as an English language teacher in Otara, Auckland, New 

Zealand, teaching Pasifika children. I completed a postgraduate diploma in teaching 

English in schools to speakers of other languages at the University of Auckland.  

Some of my students seemed to find writing inordinately challenging, and pedagogical 

solutions for helping the children to write were not easy to find. Moreover, while the 

children were successful in the language class at producing writing, many returned to the 

mainstream classroom and struggled without the support of the small group and a language 

teacher. MLA, confidence in their knowledge and control of the English language, seemed 

to be at the heart of their dilemma, as was their lack of confidence that they had stories to 

tell which would be valued in the school system. The present study focused on a 

multiethnic sample and was, for me as a language teacher, an opportunity to investigate the 

importance of the MLA of children with differing writing and metalinguistic achievement.  

As a researcher with a background in English literary analysis my inclination is towards 

the importance of qualitative analysis of textual data. As a teacher continuing to practise as 
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a substitute in classes all around South, Central and East Auckland, I am at the nexus of 

research and classroom practice. As a doctoral researcher, I am becoming knowledgeable 

about psycholinguistics and developmental psychology as they relate to literacy research. 

My background lends itself to bridging linguistic, psycholinguistic and developmental 

psychological literacy research to investigate children’s MLA.  

The present study was a mixed methods study in which etic numerical data and emic 

textual data were collected so they might be dialectically engaged with one another to 

answer the research problem. The study was a two-phase explanatory, sequential mixed 

methods study of the MLA related to the writing achievement of children from one 

multicultural, central city, Auckland school in New Zealand. The children were aged 7 to 

11 years and in Years 3 to 6 of primary school.  

The second qualitative phase explored and explained the statistical inferences from the 

first, quantitative phase. In the first quantitative phase, it was hypothesised that there may 

be a relationship between MLA and writing. The results of writing and metalinguistic tests 

were correlated in order to investigate whether a relationship existed. In the second 

qualitative phase of the study, the results of the quantitative phase were investigated 

further and three research questions were posed: What is the nature of the relationship 

between children’s MLA and writing achievement? Can interindividual differences in 

types of MLA related to children’s writing performance in middle childhood be described, 

which indicate that children’s MLA develops alongside their writing development? What 

theory of developing MLA can be supported? Verbalisations (a variation on the think-

aloud protocol) and interview data were collected and analysed in order to explain and 

elaborate upon the quantitative findings of the first phase of the study. 

In Chapter 2, definitions of MLA and the theory of language informing the present study 

are elaborated. The chapter offers definitions of MLA from the literature. It describes a 

theory of language salient to an understanding of MLA based on concepts from Halliday’s 

(1985/2014) systemic functional linguistics (SFL) and the language descriptions of 

Derewianka (1998) and Droga and Humphrey (2003)  

In Chapter 3, relevant writing research literature and metalinguistic literature are reviewed 

to continue the conceptual framing of this study. I describe the importance of writing to 

success at school and to the personal, psychological, and social development of the writer. 

A review of a body of research into writing generally situates this study of MLA in 
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relation to influential cognitive/psychological, linguistic and sociocultural empirical 

research. Then, I review the metalinguistic literature to trace the development of MLA 

through oral language and reading. From the literature: I argue, as others have done, that it 

is essential to writing. I concur with researchers that MLA while writing is influenced by 

social situations. Recent, multidisciplinary studies of MLA and writing with a particular 

focus on linguistics and metalinguistic talk are reviewed. MLA is at the nexus of several 

disciplines and the final sections of the literature review focused on studies of MLA and 

writing. 

Chapter 4, detailing the methodology of this study, follows. I situate the study’s ontology 

and epistemology in the pragmatic philosophy of mixed methods research. The first 

quantitative phase of the research and the instruments used are described. A description of 

the informing theory and categorical analysis of the qualitative phase follows. I suggest 

that quantitative and qualitative data may usefully engage one another dialectically to 

answer the research questions. The qualitative data were coded into units that could be 

counted. The relationship between qualitative mentions of MLA and year levels or 

metalinguistic achievement or writing ability was inferred from statistical analysis. 

Quantitative and qualitative data were interwoven to address more fully the research 

questions. The qualitative phase was designed to elicit the children’s perspective on what 

they thought as they wrote. 

Chapter 5 reports the statistical results from the first phase of the study and some statistical 

analyses of the second phase data, to suggest whether a relationship exists between MLA 

and writing. A discussion follows which interprets the way these results reveal the 

relationship between MLA and writing. 

The qualitative results reported in Chapters 6 and 7 delineate detailed information which 

elaborates the nature of the relationship between MLA and writing achievement. The 

results show whether metalinguistic development may be observed in the different types of 

MLA of children with different levels of achievement in writing and MLA. These results 

are considered in terms of the extent to which they support a theory of metalinguistic 

development in young writers. 

Chapter 8 discusses the qualitative results detailed in Chapters 6 and 7 and links them to 

the theory and research outlined in the literature review. The nature of the relationship 

between MLA and writing is argued. Instances of MLA revealing differences in 



6 

sophistication and abstraction in attention to language are plotted on continua of 

increasingly explicit representation and making choices (analogous to analysis and control 

of attention which define MLA; Bialystok, 2001) to show that MLA develops. The notion 

that the evidence may support a theory of metalinguistic development is considered. 

Development is conceptualised as the ability to express and control an increasingly 

complex network of ideas about language and texts rather than progress on a linear 

developmental trajectory (Clay, 1991; Haas Dyson, 2009).  

The thesis concludes with summary statements about the nature of the relationship 

between children’s MLA and their writing achievement, the supported theory of 

metalinguistic development and implications for future research and teaching practice.  
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2 Theory 

A child . . . must . . . know something about language that the spider does not know 

about web-weaving. (Gleitman, Gleitman, & Shipley, 1972, p. 160) 

Theorists have compared children’s innate ability to learn language to the spider’s 

instinctual web weaving (Genishi & Haas Dyson, 2009). However, young children are 

capable of more than implicit language learning. Children can reflect upon language and 

perceive it as an abstraction (Bialystok, 2001) as part of their language acquisition. This is 

MLA. 

In the present study, I investigate the relationship between children’s MLA and their 

writing performance. There is surprisingly little research into MLA and writing in New 

Zealand (Clay, 1991), given that writing almost certainly requires MLA (Myhill & Jones, 

2015). (Although Clay, 1991, made this observation 30 years ago, it remains true.) It 

seems that “theoretical accounts of metalinguistic understanding are currently insufficient 

to explain developing metalinguistic mastery of composing text and the relationships 

between declarative and procedural metalinguistic knowledge in writing” (Myhill & Jones, 

2015, p. 839). There has been important MLA and reading research in New Zealand (Clay, 

1991) which points to the need for investigation of MLA and writing; there is MLA and 

writing research from outside New Zealand after 2000 (for example, Myhill, 2009). 

However, much of the MLA theory and empirical research, which informs the present 

study, applies to bilingual learners, young children, oral language and reading. The 

relevance to MLA in older children’s writing has to be inferred from one of several 

disciplines: developmental psychology, psycholinguistics, linguistics and bilingualism. 

“Very little is known about how children develop metalinguistic understanding 

about writing” (Newman & Watson, 2020, p. 1). 

Empirical studies inform MLA theory and MLA theory frames the studies. In this chapter, 

the theory of language informing this thesis and definitions of MLA frame the study 

theoretically. The conceptual framing of the study continues in the following MLA 

literature review chapter. 

2.1 Theory of Language 

This study focuses on children’s MLA, which is conceptualised and described 

(subsequently) as a construct which is part of cognition (Bialystok & Ryan, 1985). It is 
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necessary to address the linguistic part of the word metalinguistic by describing the aspects 

of a theory of language which are relevant to an analysis of MLA.  

The theory of language which informs this thesis rests on the notion that language is 

functional in context of use. It enables us to construe reality, enact interpersonal 

relationships and create coherent texts (Halliday, 1985/2014). (The term text, in this study, 

refers to oral, multimedia and written texts.) Language is conceptualised as a complex 

system network of a multiplicity of choices that children can make as they write (Halliday, 

1985/2014). Lexico grammar is “the powerhouse where meanings are created” (Halliday, 

1985/2014, p. 22). Writers focus MLA on the problem solving (Bialystok, 2001) required 

to express representations of reality, develop the interpersonal engagement of a reader and 

construct texts. This study draws on the notion that language is functional, and alternative 

transformational and generative theories of grammar are excluded. They were found to be 

ineffectual pedagogies for teaching grammar (Elley, Barham, Lamb, & Wyllie, 1976). I 

explain subsequently that traditional grammatical terminology is linked with functional 

language theory (Derewianka, 1998).  

Some overarching principles from Halliday’s (1985/2014) description of functional 

grammar position MLA in the present study in relation to linguistic theory. Language is 

seen as evolving to serve human needs, and this functionality of language means that 

grammar is also functional (Halliday, 1975). Writing in the service of human needs, for 

children, is an act of communication in a social context (Glasswell, Parr, & Aikman, 

2001). As communicators, children employ language to affect readers in their writing 

(Myhill, 2012). Children conceptualise the meanings they wish to convey and think 

through linguistic items, words and grammatical constructions, to express their meanings 

in writing (Christie & Derewianka, 2008). Children’s meanings in language are 

circumscribed by the contexts in which language is created (Kress, 1997). Grammar is a 

resource for thinking and inseparable from contextualised meanings writers wish to 

convey. Grammar is a “conceptual system deeply grounded in context . . . the form of the 

text and the language of the text are its meaning, in a very fundamental way” (Hancock, 

2009, p. 203). The data collected in this study are designed to reveal whether the children 

express awareness of designing (Myhill, 2009) their writing to serve their communicative 

aims.  
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The metafunctions describe the way the ecological and social context shapes meaning 

through language (Halliday, 1985/2014; Kress, 1997). The metafunctions link with MLA 

by theorising the way writers interrelate the levels of stratification of language: context, 

semantics, lexico grammar, phonology and phonetics (Halliday, 1985/2014) to create texts 

with functional, communicative purposes. The metafunctions add a social semiotic 

interpretive dimension to the analysis of children’s MLA in this study. Halliday 

(1985/2014) theorised the clause as central to the grammar and the metafunctions suffuse 

the construal of meaning in every clause. The “ideational” (p. 30) metafunction concerns 

the representation of reality, how we “construe human experience” (p. 30). It is both 

representational and logical. The “interpersonal” (p. 30) metafunction shows how language 

is used in communication to enact social and interpersonal relationships. The organisation 

of discourse is called the “textual” metafunction (p. 31). The metafunctions are specified 

as features in the child’s progress to learning language and how to use language. The 

“metafunctional principle: [is] that meaning is at once both doing and understanding” 

(Halliday, 1993, p. 100). The metafunctions enrich discussion of the nature of the 

children’s MLA while writing and they link MLA to the theory of language. 

Halliday (1993) described a three-step model of “human semiotic development” (p. 111): 

generalisation, abstractness and metaphor, which follow the infant stage of protolanguage. 

He specified a number of features in the child’s progress to learning language. In addition 

to the metafunctional principle, abstraction is intrinsic to MLA in a study of writing. 

Children learning to read and write have to understand abstraction (Halliday, 1993). They 

develop MLA, the ability to attend to language, as an abstraction in and of itself (Cazden, 

1974; Gombert, 1992). It is not yet known if children’s MLA develops in relation to 

writing.  

Synopsis is another feature which influences MLA. In writing, children’s use of language 

develops from speech patterns to writing patterns along a mode continuum (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, 1982; Derewianka, 2012; Halliday & Hasan, 1989; Myhill, 2009). Written 

language is more lexically dense and compresses more meaning into fewer words. Writing 

alters the construal of experience; children learning to write have to process their 

experience into the conventions of written language which “projects a synoptic perspective 

on to reality” (Halliday, 1993, p. 111). They must “view experience like a text” (Halliday, 

1993, p. 111). Theoretically, children’s MLA will reflect increased awareness of written 
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forms of language. Children will focus MLA on the challenges of expressing multiple 

facets of experience through the synoptic perspective of written texts.  

MLA is focused on aspects of language at points in a complex system network (Halliday & 

Hasan, 1989). Language forms systems as part of a network of a multitude of meaningful 

choices writers may make. Halliday (1985/2014) described language as ordered in ranks; 

each rank is seen as the point at which a system originates. The ranks are points in the 

lexico grammar of the language, on which children might focus MLA to make design 

(Myhill, 2009) choices to express their ideas. These points, in each system, are the locus of 

dynamic (Derewianka, 1998) processing of meanings in the language.  

The compositional layers of language in a complex system network are a framework for 

analysing the nature and foci of children’s MLA as they write. Halliday (1985/2014) 

conceptualised the “rank: compositional layers” (p. 21) in language, in particular the 

“compositional hierarchy” (p. 21) of writing which he expresses as sentence, subsentence, 

word, letter and at least one rank above the sentence: the paragraph. Two more 

“compositional hierarchies” (p. 21) are relevant to children writing: sound (tone group, 

foot, syllable, and phoneme) and grammar (clause, phrase/group, word and morpheme). 

“The ordering principal . . . is that of rank: compositional layers, rather few in number, 

organized by the relationship of “is a part of” (p. 21). While writing, children focus MLA 

on sound, grammar and writing hierarchies.  

The notion of compositional layers links with researchers’ use of levels of language as an 

analytical tool (Abbott, Berninger, & Fayol, 2010; Allal, 2000; Clay, 1975). Levels of 

language are held to be the way complex language is organised in short term memory 

when it is accessed for writing. “Levels of language” is a well-established analytic tool in 

linguistics that is used to understand how complex multidimensional language is structured 

in the mind and in the language constructions of users” (Abbott et al., 2010, p. 281). 

According to Abbott et al. (2010), levels of language consist of subword units like letters, 

phonemes and morphemes; words; sentences or syntactic structures; text or discourse 

structures. The levels reflect the components (Allal, 2000) of teaching of writing at school: 

handwriting, spelling, word reading, composition and reading texts (Abbott et al., 2010; 

Allal, 2000). The levels explain the foci of children’s MLA. Critique of the levels suggests 

that they present a simplistic view of language from a linguistic perspective (A. Simpson, 

personal communication, 4 August 2021).  
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Although levels of language have some parallels with the compositional hierarchies 

described by Halliday (1985/2014), in order to gesture towards a functional view of 

language in context of use as a complex system network, the terms compositional layers or 

levels are replaced with aspects (Halliday & Hasan, 1989) in this thesis. Aspect can also 

refer, beyond grammar, to metasemantic and metapragmatic awareness. The analytical 

focus is the point in language to which children attend. This inquiry does not focus on 

linguistic networks. In addition, to avoid the implication that levels of language imply a 

linear learning progression, the term aspects is used in this study except in the case of an 

allusion to authors, for example Allal (2000) or Clay (1975) who used the term levels. Clay 

(1975) found that children do not progress through the levels in a hierarchical sequence 

when in the early stages of learning to write, and the term aspects reflects this notion. The 

term aspects expresses the links children make between the compositional layers from 

different hierarchies as they write (Halliday, 1985/2014). 

Gombert’s (1992) metalinguistic categories reflect and extend the aspects of language and, 

in this study, the children’s attention to aspects of language is analysed as attention within 

the categories. The categories are described in Gombert’s (1992) comprehensive 

metanalysis of oral metalinguistic development (Myhill, 2012). Brief definitions of 

Gombert’s (1992) MLA categories (elaborated in Chapter 4) are as follows. 

Metaphonological development involves recognising the phonological parts of linguistic 

items and being able to control and manipulate them. Metasyntactic development is the 

ability to think about and consciously recognise the syntax of a sentence and to control and 

apply grammatical rules. Metasemantic awareness is understanding that there is a 

separation between signifier and signified. Words or larger signifiers may be manipulated 

without the signified being affected. Metalexical is the ability to understand the word as a 

concept, and consciously to access the mental lexicon. Metapragmatic awareness is the 

control and choice of language appropriate for use in particular contexts. Metatextual 

awareness is focused on units in the text that are larger than sentences and the writer shows 

they are controlling coherence, cohesion, inference and the structure of the whole text.  

Gombert (1992) had a psycholinguistic approach to MLA. Halliday’s (1985/2014) 

metafunctions signify a social semiotic approach to describing linguistic phenomena 

(Halliday & Hasan, 1989). The approaches linked together explain children’s expressions 

of MLA although the theorists were working within different paradigms. MLA is a 
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multifaceted concept; paradigms are synthesised to best explain children’s expressions of 

MLA. 

In order to analyse MLA related to children’s writing, the psycholinguistic and 

metacognitive theories of MLA, reviewed subsequently, were employed to explain and 

categorise the children’s verbalisations of their attention to language. The overarching 

concepts from Halliday’s (1985/2014) theory of language are compatible with 

psycholinguistic MLA theory. Karmiloff-Smith (1986) described the child acquiring 

language as passing through subconscious reorganisations of linguistic items to 

grammatical systems reflecting Halliday’s (1985/2014) notion of the system network. 

Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) process of redescription of linguistic items is reflected in 

Halliday’s (1993) notion that the child progresses towards abstraction, a phase which is 

essential to writing. Gombert’s MLA categories link with the metafunctions. Halliday’s 

(1985/2014) ideational metafunction links with the children’s construal of reality in 

writing in Gombert’s (1992) metasemantic/metalexical category. The interpersonal 

metafunction links with Gombert’s (1992) metapragmatic category theorised as children’s 

attention to written communication with readers (Myhill, 2012). The textual metafunction 

links with metaphonological, metasyntactic and metatextual categories. Although the MLA 

categories describe attention to different aspects of language, they are all intermingled in 

every written communication. Similarly, all the metafunctions are involved in every 

written communication.  

In this study, the overarching theories of the functionality of language, language as a 

complex system network, and the metafunctions (Halliday, 1985/2014) are linked with 

traditional grammatical metalanguage (Derewianka, 1998). The children are likely to know 

and use traditional grammatical metalanguage in their expressions of MLA. There are 

differences between Halliday’s (1985/2014) terminology and the use of the words in 

common parlance: for example, ideational has a meaning in general usage, relating to the 

formation of ideas or concepts and a special meaning in Halliday’s (1985/2014) theory as 

a metafunction incorporating the experiential and the logical. Where terms are used in the 

Hallidayan (1985/2014) sense, in this study, they are referenced.  

Language as a social semiotic (Halliday & Hasan, 1989) means that writing is a social 

action the purpose of which is influenced by context (Glasswell et al., 2001; Halliday, 

1985/2014). Institutionalised communications employ consistent patterns of 
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contextualised, functional language called text types (Derewianka, 1998; Halliday, 

1985/2014; Knapp & Watkins, 2005). The children in this study employed the lexico 

grammatical resources of the language to write personal recounts contextualised in their 

school, whanau and the present study research. Table 1 introduces the terminology used to 

describe the language features of a personal recount in this study (Glasswell et al., 2001). 

The context of this terminology is an asTTle: writing teaching resource accompanying the 

e-asTTle: writing test the revised version of which is used as a measure in this study. 

Teachers and children are likely to know and use some of this terminology.  
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Table 1 

Linguistic Features of a Recount 

Personal recounting involves the reconstruction of a personal experience. It often 

includes reflections on the writer’s feelings. 

Generic Features:  

(Content) Staging:  

Orientation recounting uses a succinct orientating device early in the piece to introduce 

characters, setting(s), and events to be recounted (who, what, why, where, when, and 

how). Point of view is often established here (perspective from which the recount is told).  

Events are related in time order.  

Comment, observation, and/or reflection is used to foreground events or details of 

significance to the writer. May be interwoven with the retelling.  

Reorientation (optional) – an ending statement often used to reflect on or comment on 

the events recounted, or to predict 

Text Organisation/Structure – Sequencing And Linking  

Recounts are organised around a sequenced account of events or happenings.  

Temporal sequence: Organised through time – conjunctions and adverbials show 

linkages in setting events in time, ordering the events, and the passage of time. 

Language Resources for Text  

Specific people, places, and events  

Detailed recounting makes effective use of descriptive verbs, adverbs, adjectives, and 

idiomatic language to catch and maintain reader interest. Frequent use of prepositional 

phrases, adverbials, and adjectivals to contextualise the events that unfold.  

Dialogue (or direct speech) is often used to give the recount a “realistic” feel, to assist in 

the reconstruction of the events, or to provide opportunities to comment on the 

happenings. Verbs: Many action verbs tell of happenings and behaviours of those 

involved. Some relational verbs to tell how things are as the writer reflects, observes, or 

comments. Choice and use of vocabulary often reflects the desire to create particular 

images or feelings for the reader. Verbs are commonly in past tense, although tense can 

vary in comments . . . Conjunctions and adverbials show linkages in setting events in 

time, ordering the events, and the passage of time. 

(Glasswell et al., 2001, pp. 8–9). 
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In Hallidayan theory (Halliday, 1985/2014), semantics links the construal of meaning from 

context to lexico grammar. Three semantic theorists, Austin (1975), Grice (1991) and 

Searle (1968), add to the theoretical bases for explaining children’s MLA in the present 

study. Children’s aims for clarity of meaning relate to Grice’s (1991) theory of the maxims 

of conversation which characterise a successful communication. Writers strive to fulfil 

these maxims of quantity, quality, relation and manner to succeed in communicating. The 

maxim of quantity is that a communication is “as informative as is required (for the current 

purposes of the exchange) [and not] more informative than is required” (p. 26). The maxim 

of quality concerns the truth of the communication: “Do not say what you believe to be 

false [or] . . . that for which you lack evidence” (p. 27). The maxim of relation is to “Be 

relevant” (p. 27). The maxim of manner is to “Be perspicuous . . . avoid obscurity . . . 

ambiguity . . . be brief . . . be orderly” (p. 27).  

Writing may be more than a communication. It may be intended to have an emotional 

effect on the reader. Searle’s (1968) theory of the performative potential of language also 

applies to children conveying meaning to a reader. Linguistic items as part of 

communication have illocutionary force. They have an interactive meaning beyond the 

locutionary meaning of the sentence, its sense and reference. They accomplish a particular 

effect: for example, a statement “‘I am going to do it’ . . . (can have the force of) a 

promise, a prediction, a threat, a warning, a statement of intention” (Searle, 1968, p. 406). 

Children communicating with a reader attend to the illocutionary force of their writing. 

Children also refer to an intended perlocutionary effect (Austin, 1975) on a reader, for 

example, children commonly refer to wishing to hook the reader into their writing by the 

introduction to a text (Myhill, Lines, & Jones, 2020). Theoretically, children’s MLA will 

develop towards increased control of the effect of their language on the reader (Myhill, 

Lines, & Jones, 2020). 

The theory of language synthesises different paradigms to offer a lens to investigate 

children’s multifaceted MLA. Language is functional in context of use. It is in the service 

of human needs (Halliday, 1985/2014). Context creates the language in writing (Kress, 

1997). Theoretically, MLA is shaped by context (Castelló Badia, 2000). Language is a 

complex system network. The aspects of language refer to the points on which children 

focus in language. The term aspects avoids the suggestion that children progress through 

levels of language in a sequence. Semantic theory elaborates upon the children’s control of 

the impact of writing on the reader (Myhill, Lines, & Jones, 2020) which is also a part of 
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MLA and may develop (Myhill, 2012). The inquiry in this study explores the nature of 

children’s MLA and whether MLA develops through attention to the aspects of language.  

2.2 Definitions of Metalinguistic Awareness 

This section frames the children’s MLA theoretically, with a synthesis of researchers’ 

discursive constructions of MLA. Different researchers defined and redefined MLA and I 

offer some of the definitions and evaluate them to arrive at a tentative definition of MLA 

for the present study. Issues of definition centre around the adjectival function of the word 

metalinguistic. It needs to be clear which noun the adjective modifies: awareness; 

knowledge; function; activity; cognitive skills or terminology. Some of the following 

definitions clarify the noun metalinguistic modifies in each paradigm and a definition for 

this study is formulated. 

According to Cazden (1974), MLA is the child’s “ability to make language forms opaque 

and attend to them in and for themselves” (p. 29). The term metalinguistic is collocated 

with the noun awareness. This is a relatively simple definition of a complex notion, the 

complexities of which will play out in the definitions of MLA and the review of MLA 

literature. However, the notion of the child’s ability to think about language and perceive it 

concretively threads through all the theories of MLA which I shall discuss. They are 

intrinsic to understanding the children’s expressions of MLA.  

All language use requires some MLA (Tolchinsky, 2000). However, MLA, one facet of 

which is the ability to attend to language forms, may be distinguished from the implicit 

linguistic knowledge which is part of the child’s communicative competence (Bialystok, 

2001). MLA requires attention to and control of language forms over and above the tacit 

knowledge and use of language children build in context as they engage in interactions 

with others (Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986). Hymes (1972) described 

“communicative competence” (p. 63) as the four abilities of the language user: linguistic 

competence; sociolinguistic competence; discourse competence and strategic competence. 

In Tolchinsky’s (2000) view, all four require some MLA; however, sociolinguistic, 

discourse and strategic competence, which require the child to make linguistic choices (S. 

Jones, personal communication, August 2017) appropriate for the situation or 

communicative function, may demand a more complex interaction between MLA and 

implicit language knowledge.  
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The generativist view (Hancock, 2009) of language acquisition implied by communicative 

competence differs from the view that language is learned functionally in context of use 

(Droga & Humphrey, 2003; Halliday, 1993; Hancock, 2009). A functionalist perspective 

implies that children learn language, and that MLA is part of all language learning, 

interactively. As Hancock (2009) observed: “knowledge about language, what the 

generativists call ‘competence’ is not something we are born with but something that 

emerges over a lifetime of use” (p. 203). A binary distinction between communicative 

competence and metalinguistic control may be less apposite than a notion of the potential 

interrelationship between the two (Bialystok, 2001; Myhill & Jones, 2015). The notion of 

interrelated communicative competence and MLA is a lens through which to consider and 

explain children’s MLA.  

2.2.1 Metalinguistic awareness is intuitive control of language. 

Young writers intuitively construct meanings employing the resources of language without 

explicit knowledge of grammar. Van Lier (1998) described MLA as the interlinking within 

consciousness of language awareness and MLA of grammatical constructions and 

metalanguage. Van Lier acknowledged that language is theorised by linguists like Halliday 

(1985/2014) as a social semiotic. He argued for evidence of MLA in the use of language, 

the creative and “intuitive” (p. 136) control of its complexities to make meaning in a social 

context. Metalinguistic collocates with control and control and manipulation of language is 

part of language awareness. Van Lier stated: 

I would like to make a case for the equal, if not greater, importance of the intuitive 

feeling for language, the skilful control of creativity and convention, and the 

perceptual energy devoted to paying attention to one’s own and others’ language 

use. Therefore, language awareness does not require the ability to describe a 

linguistic feature using grammatical terminology, but rather the attempt to control 

and manipulate the material at hand. (p. 136) 

Contemporary theorists, however, report the development of MLA and writing through 

contextualised grammar teaching (Myhill, Jones, et al., 2012) and metalinguistic talk 

verbalising grammatical concepts (Chen & Myhill, 2016; Myhill, Jones, & Wilson, 2016). 

Making design choices (Myhill, 2009) as part of MLA may be more conscious than 

intuitive.  
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2.2.2 Metalinguistic awareness is a collection of cognitive processes. 

The cognitive processes which comprise MLA inform the analysis of children’s MLA in 

the present study. Bialystok (2001) stated that MLA can be conceived as a collection of 

cognitive processes which the child employs to focus on language. Bialystok identified three 

cognitive processes in metalinguistic problem solving, “attention” (p. 126), “analysis” and 

“control” (p. 147). Analysis concerns the way knowledge of language is represented, “the 

ability to represent increasingly explicit and abstract structures” (Bialystok, 1999, as cited 

in Homer, 2009, p. 489). Control is the ability to choose between alternatives, suppressing 

one in favour of another, “the ability to selectively attend to specific aspects of a 

representation” (Bialystok, 1999, as cited in Homer, 2009, p. 490). Awareness, for 

Bialystok (2001), is “the combination of attention and explicit mental representations 

[which] can produce the phenomenal experience of awareness” (p. 126). As she said, 

“attention is a general function implicated in all cognitive processes” (p. 127) therefore 

“metalinguistic awareness becomes part of ordinary cognition” (p. 127).  

Whilst MLA might be a part of ordinary cognition (Bialystok & Ryan, 1985), it involves 

attention to language and so merits an existence as a construct in its own right. If a person 

is showing MLA, “attention is actively focused on the domain of knowledge that describes 

the explicit properties of language” (Bialystok, 2001, p. 127). Thus, MLA is situated in 

relation to metacognition. According to Flavell (1999), metacognition is the ability to think 

about thinking and to recognise the demands of cognitive activities. It includes awareness 

of the strategies needed for different cognitive tasks and “includes the executive skills for 

monitoring and regulating one’s cognitive activities” (p. 1). MLA is cognitive strategising 

about making choices to achieve a rhetorical purpose in writing. The present study data 

were designed to reveal the cognitive processes of attention, analysis and control of 

language. In this study, MLA is conceived as part of cognition with metacognitive 

awareness focused on language (Allal, 2000; Bialystok, 2001). However, some of the 

children’s comments may be more metacognitive than metalinguistic, for example, 

comments which focus on writing processes. The conceptualisation of the relationship 

between MLA and metacognitive awareness is a continuum rather than a binary 

opposition. 

2.2.3 Metalinguistic awareness is a network of strategies. 

The theme of control as part of MLA continues in Clay’s (1991) research. MLA may be 

control of strategies for working on language to create written texts. Clay’s (1991) 
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(implicit) definition of MLA is that MLA is control over a network of strategies which 

children link together while reading and writing as they make meanings. The network of 

strategies may reflect the conceptualisation of language as a system network of a multitude 

of choices for making meaning (Halliday, 1985/2014). The child gains increasing inner 

control over the network of strategies for literacy which develops, through tuition, from a 

broad base of implicit oral language learning, prior to school entry. Clay (1991) argued 

that the young child has already developed inner control of a complex network of oral 

language strategies, in a self-extending system, by the time they come to school. Inner 

control of a network of oral language strategies prepares the child for the self-extending, 

experimental, strategic learning they must accomplish to become literate. It is not merely 

fluent oral language which is a precursor to literacy (Clay, 1991). It is the way oral 

language is learned which prepares the child to access literacy. Importantly, children 

commence their development of literacy and gain inner control of the network of strategies 

in different ways. Clay revealed the MLA required for early reading and she highlighted 

the need for further study into the connection between MLA and writing in New Zealand.  

2.2.4 Definitions of metalinguistic awareness from a sociocognitive perspective. 

The social context is formative of the MLA the children express. When the social situation 

is connected to the children’s cognitive activity to solve problems in writing, the 

connection is deemed sociocognitive. The sociocognitive view of MLA links with a 

conceptualisation language as a functional, contextually influenced social semiotic 

(Halliday, 1985/2014).  

Five themes emerge in the sociocognitive definitions of MLA: MLA is constructed 

discursively as a concept (Camps, Guasch, Milian, & Ribas, 2000; Tolchinsky, 2000); 

distanciation is part of MLA (Dolz & Erard, 2000); MLA involves active problem solving 

(Pittard & Martlew, 2000); MLA is part of metacognition focused on language (Allal, 

2000); MLA involves the employment of strategies for working on text (Allal, 2000). 

Researchers define MLA from a socially situated perspective. Camps et al. (2000), firstly, 

articulated notions of MLA derived from Karmiloff-Smith (1986) and Gombert (1992) 

which postulated that “metalinguistic activity is inherent in the use of language . . . [and] is 

carried out at different levels of explicitness” (p. 103). Secondly, they analysed MLA as 

occurring and formed in situations of social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Schools and 

language classrooms are therefore “privileged” (Camps et al., 2000, p. 104) environments 
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in which MLA develops. The classrooms are a “context of situation” (Halliday, 

1985/2014, p. 28) situated on the cline of context of situation to “context of culture” 

(Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 28) which imbues language with meaning. The discourses of the 

classroom may be “socio-semiotic activity” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 35). Children’s MLA 

develops as awareness of the discourses of the classroom (Camps et al., 2000).  

Camps et al. (2000) articulated definitions of three types of MLA which inform the 

conceptualisation of MLA as a multifaceted construct:  

We refer to knowledge of language as metalinguistic knowledge, to the use of 

language to speak about language as metalinguistic function of language, and to the 

discursive activity on language as metalinguistic activity. . . We conceive this 

metalinguistic activity both as . . . (interpsychological) and (intrapsychological). (p. 

104) 

Thus, the authors seek to clarify the term metalinguistic, the meaning of which they 

consider unclear from all the different theoretical accounts of MLA. However, knowledge 

of language is not necessarily metalinguistic. It may be implicit (Ellis, 2005; Van Lier, 

1998). The metalinguistic function includes use of metalanguage but talk about language 

without using metalanguage is also metalinguistic activity.  

Addressing the etymology of the word metalinguistic, Tolchinsky (2000) pointed out that 

the Greek prefix meta means: 

turning to what is denoted by the noun. . . Therefore when we use the term 

metalinguistic we are denoting a turning to whatever we call linguistic . . . when 

using language metalinguistically the object . . . of our talk is a linguistic event. (p. 

31) 

This definition of MLA links with theorists who describe MLA as a part of metacognition 

focused on language (Allal, 2000; Bialystok, 2001). Tolchinsky’s (2000) definition of 

metalinguistic informs the present study with the notion that talk about language may 

include metalanguage and ordinary language. Like Bialystok (2001) (reviewed 

subsequently), Tolchinsky (2000) viewed MLA as occurring on a continuum. Tolchinsky 

said “I tend to view a continuum not a dichotomy between communicative use and 

metalinguistic reflection” (pp. 31–32). The notion of the continuum will be important to 

the analysis in this study. MLA and communicative competence are interactive. 
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Reflection on language in use in a social setting is termed metaverbal. The 

conceptualisation that metaverbal activities involve reflection and distanciation from the 

verbal illuminates the conceptualisation of MLA in the present study. Dolz and Erard 

(2000) distinguished between “metaverbal activity” (p. 126) and “metalinguistic 

terminology” (p. 126). The latter is the terminology used to describe the language in use. 

“Metaverbal activity” (p. 126) is reflection upon the verbal activities which mediate 

between human beings in social exchanges and between human beings and the world in 

which they live so they can represent it and communicate in it. The metaverbal concept 

echoes the Hallidayan (1985/2014) “interpersonal” (p. 30) and “ideational” (p. 30) 

metafunctions. Metaverbal activities are characterised by “distanciation and objectivation” 

(p. 126) as human beings consider the verbal activities involved in representation and 

communication. Metaverbal activities are exteriorised, verbalised in speech or writing, 

“the goal of a metaverbal activity is . . . external: it aims at the preparation, the assessment 

and the transmission of the verbal activity” (p. 127). The notion that children engage in 

metaverbal activity directs attention to distanciation and objectivation of language in the 

present study analysis  

Reflection on implicit and explicitly known language as part of problem solving in context 

is important to MLA while writing. Pittard and Martlew (2000) proposed an integrative 

framework for research in which the subjects write for real-time observations in authentic 

settings and the resulting data are analysed in a “socially informed” (p. 85) way. In the 

context of such integrative research, they defined MLA, like Gombert (1992), as both 

implicit (epilinguistic) and explicit processes. Writing is a situated cognitive process in a 

context which frames the MLA of the writer. The creation of meanings through writing is 

contextualised in the culture and “contexts of situation” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 33). On 

this view, writing for children is a situated communication between writer and reader. 

(Writing can however, be created as a reflexive artefact, celebrating the playful exuberance 

of language, as the self referentiality of some of Shakespeare’s language and the 

subversion of conventional ways of meaning of some postmodern poets attests.) 

We suggest that metalinguistic activity can be characterised as active problem 

solving, based ultimately in the socially based management of a particular task and 

the writer's social context, including social functions like maintaining particular 

identities and fulfilling social purposes. (Pittard & Martlew, 2000, p. 102) 
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Children’s awareness of their literate identities develops through their writing (Haas 

Dyson, 2009). Verbalised metalinguistic activity expresses children’s problem solving as 

they write (Camps et al., 2000; Pittard & Martlew, 2000). The term metalinguistic 

collocated with activity reflects active problem solving. 

MLA comprises metalinguistic strategies for managing metalinguistic knowledge and 

control (Allal, 2000; Bialystok & Ryan, 1985; Clay, 1991). Allal (2000) differentiated 

between metalinguistic knowledge and metalinguistic control. Writers, according to Allal 

(2000), exercise control by actively managing language and meanings. Writers use 

“explicit [metalinguistic] strategies” (p. 149) while producing written texts; Clay (1991) 

also expressed the notion that young writers, like young readers, are gaining inner control 

of a network of strategies. Like Clay (1991), Allal (2000) conceived the writer’s MLA to 

be the employment of a strategy for working on linguistic knowledge.  

Metalinguistic knowledge is knowledge about language, used either implicitly or 

explicitly during comprehension and production activities . . . Metalinguistic 

activity is obviously central to increasing expertise in writing, but remains . . . A 

sub domain of metacognition . . . Metacognitive regulations entail the active 

management of cognitive resources with respect to a given goal and in the case of 

writing, the use of explicit strategies for articulating different bodies of knowledge 

(conceptual, linguistic, metalinguistic) needed for text production. (p. 149) 

The analysis in this study will show whether children are employing metalinguistic 

strategies to control the ideational, interpersonal and textual metafunctions of language 

(Halliday, 1985/2014). The conceptualisation of a network of strategies (Clay, 1991) for 

working on writing reflects the complex resources of language, as a system network, for 

making meaning in a context of situation (Halliday, 1985/2014).  

2.2.5 Metalinguistic awareness defined for writing. 

Writing, which requires decision making and rhetorical choices always on some level, 

requires the writer to be metalinguistically aware (Myhill & Jones, 2015). Cazden’s (1974) 

definition is apt; she acknowledged that reading and writing require MLA. All of the 

preceding definitions have merits. However, Myhill and Jones (2015) suggested that none 

is sufficient to describe the particular MLA required by a writer producing a text and that 

more attention to the special cognitive demands of writing is needed in a definition of 

MLA for a study of writing. According to Myhill (2012), MLA in writing is “the explicit 
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bringing into consciousness of an attention to language as an artifact and the conscious 

monitoring and manipulation of language to create desired meanings grounded in socially 

shared understandings” (p. 250). This definition encapsulates the notion of writers’ 

deliberate choice of words and rhetorical devices, to achieve their communicative 

purposes, which are founded in a sociocultural reality, the relationship between writer, 

reader and social setting. The authors synthesised previous definitions of MLA with a 

Hallidayan conceptualisation of language as both artefact and social semiotic.  

In the present study, I add to Myhill’s (2012) definition the notion that MLA may be the 

child’s inner control of a network of strategies (Clay, 1991) for creating texts with a 

communicative purpose within a specific context, while thinking about the needs of a 

reader. MLA and implicit knowledge of language may be inextricably interlinked and in a 

dynamic interrelationship (Ellis, 2005). Language use is not practised with a binary 

opposition between metalinguistic and implicit knowledge, but rather on a continuum of 

less to more MLA (Bialystok, 2001). Writers employ MLA to make choices from a 

complex system network of multiple linguistic options (Halliday, 1985/2014).   
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3 Metalinguistic Awareness and its Relationship to Writing 

In the review of literature which follows, I state the importance of writing. I review writing 

research and situate this study of MLA in relation to it. Then I review the MLA research to 

create a conceptual foundation for this study of the nature of the relationship between 

MLA and writing achievement.  

3.1 Search Strategy 

My literature search commenced with the recommendations of my supervisors who are 

both experts in the writing and literacy fields. Two published collections of research 

articles were read, the Sage Handbook of Writing Development (Beard, Myhill, Nystrand, 

& Riley, 2009) and Metalinguistic Activity in Learning to Write (Camps & Milian, 2000a). 

Other authors included Clay (1975, 1991), Genishi and Haas Dyson (2009), Karmiloff-

Smith (1986) and Myhill (2009). An author search in the University of Auckland catalogue 

of the work of Myhill (2009) led to the body of work on MLA and writing authored by 

Myhill, Jones, et al. (2012) and Newman and Watson (2020). A snowballing process 

through Myhill’s (2012) work led to Van Lier (1998) and Gombert (1992), for example. A 

snowballing process through Gombert’s (1992) work led to a collection of articles on 

MLA and oral language development in young children including Smith and Tager-

Flusberg (1982), Clark (1978) and Marshall and Morton (1978), for example. A 

snowballing process through the work of Clay (1991) led to the work of Bruner (1957) and 

Siegler (1996) and handbooks on developmental psychology necessary to understand her 

developmental cognitive approach to understanding literacy.  

A search process through education and writing literacy related databases took place: 

Google Scholar; Education Research Complete; ERIC; Index New Zealand; Linguistics 

and Language Behaviour Abstracts; and APA PsycInfo. Searching the Auckland 

University Library online catalogue was also important and journal databases such as Sage 

Journals and Proquest Education were accessed. Keywords used were: metalinguistic 

awareness; metalinguistic awareness and children writing; writing and metalinguistic 

awareness; metalinguistic awareness and bilingualism. 

A large number of works were narrowed to works deemed to be influential and of quality. 

Quality was determined by publication in reputable journals which were peer reviewed or 

publication by reputable academic book publishers. Conceptual works were reviewed but 

foci of the search were empirical studies or metanalyses of empirical studies. Works were 
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considered influential if they were multiply cited through a number of authors. Key works 

were also identified by closeness of relation to the topic: MLA and children writing. 

Works on bilingualism were read and foci were narrowed to the work of Bialystok and 

Ellis. Works which focused on children were given priority but works which applied to 

adult students were read because the MLA of biliterate or preliterate adults was revealing. 

The key works identified to create a conceptual framework for the study by the closeness 

of their relevance to children’s MLA while writing were the body of work by Myhill and 

colleagues (for example, 2009, 2012), Gombert (1992), Karmiloff-Smith (1986), Clay 

(1975, 1991), the authors published in Camps and Milian (2000a), Van Lier (1998), Ellis 

(2005) and Bialystok (2001). There was a dearth of work on MLA and children’s writing 

so there was no cut-off point. However, empirical research into MLA and writing after 

2000 was reviewed in detail.  

The search process for writing research generally commenced with reading a review of 

writing research for the Ministry of Education and a collection of writing research articles 

in the Sage Handbook of Writing Development (Beard et al., 2009). Then the search 

followed a snowballing process to identify writing research articles. The articles cited were 

narrowed to those which had a tangential relevance to MLA and were of high quality. 

Relevance was determined by theoretical relevance to the topic and theorists who were 

well known for their writing research. Quality was determined by: publication in peer 

reviewed, reputable journals; reputable publishers and empirical research into writing. 

Influence was determined by the frequency of mentions of the works in subsequent writers 

(for example Flower & Hayes, 1981). Most articles which were identified were cited since 

the articles were already key to a review of writing research. The University of Auckland 

library database was searched with the key words: cognitive writing theory; grammar and 

children writing; working memory and children writing; executive functions (EF) and 

children writing; and sociocultural theory and children writing. Several key works were 

identified, for example, Christie and Derewianka (2008) and Myhill (2008).  

The search process for the language theory section commenced with reading the 

interpretations of SFL for teachers by Droga and Humphrey (2003) and Derewianka 

(1998). A snowballing process resulted in a review of Halliday (1985/2014) and Kress 

(1993, 1997). Works by Austin (1975), Grice (1991), and Searle (1968) familiar from the 

researcher’s linguistic studies were reviewed and included. The articles detailing the 

theory of language underpinning the e-asTTle writing tests (revised and Version 4) were 
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reviewed and included (Glasswell et al., 2001; Ministry of Education & New Zealand 

Council for Educational Research [NZCER], 2012a).  

3.2 The Importance of Writing  

This section informs the present study with a conceptualisation of writing as very 

important to children. This study, which investigates MLA as a construct central to 

writing, is therefore significant. Writing is part of children’s psychological development. 

Writing formulates thought in ways that are appropriate to written texts (Galbraith (2009); 

Halliday, 1993). Children writing process social influences and develop subjectivity from 

which identities are formed (Kress, 1997). Writing is important to children’s success in 

education and life.  

Writing is important to children’s psychological development. To paraphrase one of New 

Zealand’s most widely read children’s authors, it is one way that children make sense of 

their world and their place in it (Cowley, 2017). Children may link their past experience of 

the world to new experiences and orchestrate ideas to make their own meanings 

(Wollman-Bonilla, 2000). The importance of writing to children reaches beyond making 

sense of their world to developing a sense of empowerment. They interpellate the I of self 

into new subject positions and they enact in writing the roles of powerful characters from 

popular culture, for example, superheroes. In fact, “any seemingly simple child’s text may 

mediate a hybrid space, in which children take action in diverse social spheres” (Haas 

Dyson, 2009, p. 233). Children respond to tasks at school or self-directed writing at home 

by creating and controlling their identity through their texts (Kress, 1998). Children’s 

endeavours to create or enact identities in relation to topic, social context and imagined 

reader are likely to influence MLA. 

Writing has been seen as constitutive of thought (Galbraith, 2009). It can enable learning 

by encouraging thoughts and ideas to be carefully considered as thought is slowed down 

Wollman-Bonilla, 2000). The thought formulated through writing is linearised and 

requires abstraction (Halliday, 1993), although maturing writers may gain some control of 

more expansive cohesion in texts. Writing “projects a synoptic perspective onto reality” 

(Halliday, 1993, p. 111). Whilst writing may originally be “parasitic” (Halliday, 

1985/2014, p. 7) on speech, it develops to exploit the lexico grammar of a language 

directly (Halliday, 1985/2014). Children learn to read and write about knowledge in a way 

which requires them “to view experience like a text” (Halliday, 1993, p. 111). The 
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children’s conscious, verbalised choices, from the lexico grammatical resources of 

language, as they process experience and imagination into texts’ synoptic forms, are the 

object of inquiry in the present study.  

Writing is more than the expression of personal experience, or a means of developing 

learning. It is constructed in a social space of multiple, influential voices (Bakhtin, 1981). 

Language employed in writing is a social semiotic (Halliday, 1985/2014). Children reenact 

or revoice through their writing socialised forms of communication. The child gains 

increasing agency and processes personal and social influences in confluence to produce 

written texts. Conceivably, these processes will figure in the children’s expressions of 

MLA in this study. 

Writing is important to children’s success in life. Through writing, they show the 

knowledge gained during their education. Writing connects learning in the subject areas 

and complements reading development (Clay, 1991). Writing may be essential to gaining 

employment and making progress in a career (Graham, Capizzi, Harris, Hebert, & 

Morphy, 2014). Children need to be able to write to communicate in the modern age via 

email, texts, blogs and social networks (Gadd & Parr, 2017). The children’s awareness of 

the importance of writing to success in life may emerge in their verbalisations. 

Success in writing is important to children in schools in New Zealand: the children 

respond to intensive tuition and to the importance of formative and summative assessment. 

In many schools, writing is tested several times a year with the e-asTTle: writing (revised) 

test (Ministry of Education & NZCER, 2012a); teachers attach importance to the results 

and report them to the children. The results lead to specific writing goals for the children. 

Teachers also form overall teacher judgements based on assessments of children’s day to 

day writing in class and report them to parents. It is possible that the children’s 

verbalisations will show awareness of the influence of teaching, testing and formative 

assessment in this study.  

All these areas of influence show that writing is of great importance to children.  

3.3 Writing Research  

In this section, I consider a body of scholarship about writing as it relates to MLA and the 

development of MLA. The section shows where links between writing research and the 

definition of MLA in section 2.2.4 can be made. Four theoretical perspectives from 

existing writing research delineate a space for a study which shows the importance of 
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MLA related to writing achievement: cognitive or psychological, cognitive linguistic, 

linguistic and sociocultural research. The existing research implicates MLA in improving 

writing results but it does not set out to construct MLA discursively or to investigate the 

relationship between MLA and writing achievement. The research offers a basis for an 

investigation of MLA.  

3.3.1 Cognitive writing theory and psychological research. 

Cognitive writing theory describes the writing processes for which children employ the 

cognitive skills which are part of MLA. In Flower and Hayes’s (1981) model of the writing 

process, three subprocesses are involved: planning; translation (putting ideas into words) 

and review, supervised by a monitor. These processes occur recursively at any time during 

the production of a piece of text. Writers employ MLA with differing intensity (Bialystok, 

2001) in each subprocess, but particularly as part of review. The supervision of the 

monitor links with control of attention which is an MLA cognitive skill (Bialystok, 2001).  

The review part of the writing process is complex and MLA cognitive processes are likely 

to be evident in all parts of the review process. Reviewing is apportioned to several 

processes: conceptualisation of the problem, including detection and diagnosis, selecting a 

strategy and procedures for improving text (Flower, Hayes, Carey, Schriver, & Stratman, 

1986). Knowledge of language, attention to it and control of the choices made are needed 

for all the processes.  

Attention to language develops in sophistication as writers become more expert. Bereiter 

and Scardamalia’s (1982) cognitive writing models describe the knowledge telling process 

of novice writers and the knowledge-transforming process of more expert writers. 

Knowledge telling writers put into words their knowledge of a topic, in the way it is 

organised in their minds. Knowledge-transforming writers assimilate rhetorical goals in 

their writing planning and shape their writing to achieve those goals. Conceivably, the 

child who is knowledge-telling writes using her implicit knowledge of language 

interactively with MLA; the latter is always necessary for writing (Gombert, 1992; Myhill 

& Jones, 2015). A writer who is knowledge-transforming attends to the properties of 

language, deploys MLA to make rhetorical choices and designs her writing to achieve her 

communicative goals. Myhill (2009) found secondary school writers developed towards 

making design choices of linguistic items. Her writers developed from speech patterns to 

writing patterns, from declaration to elaboration and from translation to transformation 
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(echoing the knowledge-telling and knowledge-transforming strategies). Conceivably, 

children’s developing MLA reflects their developing writing strategies.  

In Kellogg’s (2008) model, the truly expert writer is a knowledge crafter and the 

knowledge crafter must employ MLA. Kellogg (2008) compared three levels of combining 

representations in writing. The knowledge teller only has a representation of their 

knowledge, translated into words, in mind. The knowledge transformer has in mind their 

knowledge and rhetoric which might help them to achieve their communicative goals. The 

knowledge crafter has their ideas, rhetoric and knowledge of the audience in mind and is 

able to move between these representations to write an effective and powerful text. 

Attending to these representations requires complex MLA and metalinguistic reflection 

must be involved in the writer’s estimation of the importance of ideas, text type constraints 

and audience needs.  

Most writers, including famous writers, have the experience of writing new knowledge of 

which they were not aware. Galbraith’s (2009) notion is that writing is knowledge 

constituting. He studied writers who were high self-monitors and low self-monitors. High 

self-monitors planned extensively and generated ideas in the planning stage of writing but 

generally did not generate many new ideas in the drafting stage of writing as they followed 

their plans. Low self-monitors planned sketchily and expended more effort in the rough 

drafting stage of their writing. Galbraith (2009) found that low self-monitors generated 

more new ideas in the drafting stage of writing than high self-monitors. In low self-

monitors’ writing process, language shaped new knowledge. The low self-monitors were 

knowledge constituting writers; they wrote using their implicit knowledge of language and 

of subject matter. However, metalinguistic reflection may still be a part of the knowledge 

constituting writing process as writers interlink the metafunctions (Halliday, 1985/2014) to 

express their ideas.  

Working memory is essential to knowledge crafting and it is known to underpin writing 

success (Kim & Schatschneider, 2017; St Clair-Thompson & Gathercole, 2006). 

Conceivably, individual differences in working memory influence children’s 

metalinguistic development. McCutchen (1996) theorised the effects of the capacity 

limitations of working memory on writing ability. Good writers require fluent language 

processing, prior knowledge of the subject and good knowledge of various writing 

schemas and they need the working memory capacity to be able to process these different 
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sources of information. Individual differences in the capacity of working memory affect 

linguistic fluency and writing skill. Writers with a smaller working memory cannot easily 

process multiple sources of information. Those who have higher memory spans can 

activate multiple linguistic systems. These limitations may affect the development of 

MLA.  

All three review processes (mentioned previously) compete for limited working memory 

resources. McCutchen (1996) noted that children had “special difficulty with error 

detection” (p. 317) but that pointing out errors in the text helped children to correct some 

of their mistakes. Problems with meaning were not solved when errors were noticed. 

Children, with more limited working memory capacity, had trouble with keeping a 

representation of the whole text in mind, so they could compare the “actual text” with a 

“representation of the intended text” (p. 317). Semantic anomalies require the child to 

think about the whole text and therefore juggle more sources of information in working 

memory. Working memory limitations explain individual differences in MLA in the 

process of review. 

Children with poor working memory struggle with writing sentences, a task which has  

a complex hierarchical structure that requires shifting between lower levels of 

processing (identifying the component letters in individual words and writing 

them) and higher levels of activity such as maintaining the surface form of the 

planned sentence and identifying the next word in the sequence. Keeping track of 

place in the sentence requires updating of previous representations of how far the 

child has progressed in the task. Reading a sentence also requires inhibition of 

irrelevant information. (St Clair-Thompson & Gathercole, 2006, pp. 755–756) 

Theoretically, the complexity of writing sentences requires monitoring language and 

attention to language as an artefact to manipulate shared meanings (Myhill & Jones, 2015).  

EF are the mental processes which control the attention needed for writing and offer an 

explanation of the nature of MLA. The verbal fluency test of MLA (Strauss, Sherman, & 

Spreen, 2006) (used as a measure of MLA in this study and described in detail 

subsequently) is considered to be a metalinguistic test because it requires the employment 

of EF. The EF may be low or high level (Diamond, 2013). Lower level EF include 

inhibition, updating and shifting and; they may be employed when children choose 

ordinary words as the building blocks of their stories. These EF correspond to 
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metaphonological, metalexical and metasyntactic choices. Higher level EF include 

reasoning, problem solving and planning and may be focused on cohesion and coherence 

in a text, textual structure and organisation. These correspond to metatextual and 

metapragmatic choices. An interrelationship between the lower and higher level EF is most 

likely (Drijbooms, Groen, & Verhoeven, 2015). Low- and high-level EF contribute to 

knowledge-telling and knowledge-transforming strategies respectively The EF monitor the 

processes of translation, transcription, planning, writing and review (Drijbooms et al., 

2015; Flower & Hayes, 1981). The EF were related to narrative writing achievement in 

fourth-grade children and predicted syntactic complexity in sixth graders (Drijbooms et al., 

2015, 2017). Working memory and planning affected text quality and they played a key 

role in the writing achievement of young Portuguese, Grade 2 children (Cordeiro, Limpo, 

Olive, & Castro, 2019). The language describing EF echoes Bialystok’s (2001) notion of 

control of attention focused on language as one of the cognitive skills comprising MLA. 

The high- and low-level EF contribute to understanding the children’s developing ability 

to control language to create shared meanings  

Continuing the theme of control, two studies by Clay (1975, 1991) are influential in 

defining MLA for this study. These studies led Clay (1991) to a theory “that out of early 

reading and writing experiences the young learner creates a network of competencies” (p. 

1). She described these competencies as generative of future learning and the 

accomplishment of them as inner control of a dynamic and flexible network of strategies 

for working on text. This notion of control relates to MLA theory in which MLA 

comprises the cognitive skills of control of attention and analysis (Bialystok, 2001).  

The first study (Clay, 1975) focused on the writing samples of 5-year-olds within the first 

2 months at the beginning of their school year. The writing samples were collected at 

home and at school. The children were predominantly English-as-a-first-language 

speakers. They were aged between 4:10 and 7:0. The study was qualitative: Clay (1975) 

exemplified samples of children’s writing and wove them into her commentary. The study 

showed the variability between children as they learned to write. Importantly, Clay (1975) 

contended that children do not progress through a hierarchical sequence of learning about 

levels of language as they learn to write. She stated: “Observation of children suggests that 

they do not learn about language on any one level of organization before they manipulate 

units at higher levels” (p. 19). Knowledge of several letters enables children to write some 

words; once they know several words, they can form sentences. Clay (1975) described “a 
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rich intermingling of language learning across levels” (p. 19). Clay’s (1975) findings are 

cautionary to the present study which investigates children’s MLA within seven 

categories. The way children express MLA as they write may not evidence a hierarchical 

sequence but rather a view of development which is “active learners changing over time 

within their contexts” (Clay, 1991, p. 2). Implicitly, there is no general pattern; learners 

follow different pathways to shared outcomes (Clay, 1998a). 

Clay’s (1991) study of reading development in young children attended to concomitant 

writing development. Writing shows young children’s attention to aspects of print. Two 

studies were longitudinal; the research recorded what children said and did in reading and 

writing for a year from the children’s fifth birthdays. Diary records were kept of the 

literacy activities in which the children engaged at home. These observations of behaviour 

were followed up at 7 and 8 years of age.  

Importantly for the present study, writing is construed as a problem-solving activity. Clay 

(1991) linked the cognitive and perceptual processing of literacy learners to Bruner’s 

(1957) theory that cognitive and perceptual processing involve solving problems and 

making decisions. Bruner’s (1957) definition of a strategy is that inferences are made by 

the nervous system “from cue to category” (p. 130). He employed the term strategy 

because it requires inference and therefore relies on a “decision process” (p. 130). The 

stimuli are coded into categories. Clay (1991) posited the notion that the literacy learner 

works with “a network of unobservable in-the-head strategies” (p. 328) to make decisions 

about what stimuli mean. This network of strategies is dynamic and flexible. A network of 

strategies enables the child to gain control of the complex system network of language 

(Halliday 1985/2014). The network metaphor implies a nonlinear type of development. 

This relates to Haas Dyson’s (2009) conceptualisation of development in which children 

move with increasing control over increasingly diverse texts and do not follow an 

imaginary pathway to literacy. Clay’s (1991) study of reading pointed the way to an 

investigation of writing which shows children employing strategies for working on text. 

The ability to employ MLA to think about and make decisions about using language in 

writing can be conceived as strategic. The reading and writing strategies become “part of 

an interactive system of strategies which work in some way that empowers the system” (p. 

317). Clay’s work suggested that the network of MLA strategies could be self-extending.  
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Boocock, McNaughton and Parr’s (1998) study built on Clay’s (1991) notion of self-

extension; it investigated the writing of young children from a cognitive processing 

perspective. The researchers observed a sample of 120 children in the first 4 years of 

school while writing and recorded and categorised their behaviour. The study was a cross-

sectional, descriptive design. The researchers found that words written correctly, 

independently increased between Years 2 and 3. The researchers also noticed changes in 

children’s rereading, editing, use of resources and oral language related to writing. The 

study showed that young children self-extend their ability to write words. The cross-

sectional design of the study may encounter the same challenges with proposing a notion 

of development as the present study. The development was interindividual. Nevertheless, 

the differences in children’s writing behaviour across the years led the authors to conclude 

that self-extension occurs. It is possible that interindividual differences in MLA will be 

evident in the present study’s cross-sectional design. These differences would suggest that 

MLA strategies are self-extending.  

Cognitive and linguistic research are linked in studies of spelling, morphology and oral 

language. 

Research which shows that spelling is related to writing achievement suggests that 

metaphonological awareness is important to children writing. The simple view of writing 

premised on the simple view of reading consists of ideas plus spelling (Juel, Griffith, & 

Gough, 1986). Abbott et al. (2010) used structural equation modelling to establish whether 

longitudinal relationships occurred within “Levels of Language” (Abbott et al., 2010, p. 

281) and across the levels across Grades 1 to 7. They found significant longitudinal 

relationships across levels: spelling to composing and composing to spelling (Abbott et al., 

2010). Research which describes children’s development in spelling ability suggests that 

children’s MLA of spelling develops. Gentry (1982) posited five spelling levels which 

show increasing mastery of English spelling. Three are relevant to the present study: 

phonetic (mapping sounds on to letters); transitional (moving from phonological to 

morphemic and visual spelling) and correct (knows English orthography and spelling 

rules). Bahr, Sillian, Berninger, and Dow (2012) found differences in error patterns which 

suggested that children developed “from phonological dependence to the building of an 

orthographic lexicon” (p. 1593). Wood, Schatschneider, and Hart (2020) showed that 

spelling mistakes became fewer as grade level increased in Grades 1 to 4. The studies 

suggest the way metaphonological awareness develops. 
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The children’s awareness of morphology is a part of attention to spelling and links syntax 

and semantics (McCutchen & Stull, 2014). Studies have shown significant effects of 

morphological instruction on spelling (Goodwin & Ahn, 2013; McCutchen & Stull, 2014). 

The children who are aware of morphemes may be willing to try to spell more complex 

words. Three types of morphological knowledge signal development. Children are aware 

that words have common morphemes. They know that derivational suffixes mark 

grammatical categories. They know rules that govern which stems and suffixes go together 

(McCutchen & Stull, 2014). Morphemic awareness, at the nexus of semantics and syntax, 

contributes to writing skill enabling children to choose precise words and to control the 

syntactic expression of their ideas (McCutchen & Stull, 2014). The data in this study are 

designed to reveal the nature of children’s morphemic awareness. 

Oral language contributes to compositional quality in writing (Abbott & Berninger, 1993). 

Oral rehearsal of ideas links with MLA as children bring language into consciousness 

(Myhill & Jones, 2015). Research showed that rehearsal of oral narratives resulted in first 

graders’ improved written narrative story structure (Spencer & Petersen, 2018). Oral 

rehearsal of high school students’ arguments, taking into account the opposing point of 

view of an addressee, resulted in more effective argument compositions (Crasnich & 

Lumbelli, 2005). Talk amongst peers in a classroom assisted them to reach communicative 

writing goals because they engaged collaboratively “in the joint meaning-making process” 

(Newman, 2015, p. 96). Discourse level oral language skills were directly related to 

writing in Grade 1 (Kim & Schatschneider, 2017). More generally, kindergarten oral 

language (and literacy) skills predicted the writing quality (development of ideas and 

organisation) of children's written compositions in the third grade (Kim, Al Otaiba, & 

Wanzek, 2015. The studies suggest that oral rehearsal of ideas will be part of MLA. 

3.3.2 Linguistic research into writing. 

Linguistic research into writing offers a basis for analysing the conscious attention 

children focus on language. Young writers are known to develop linguistically. They 

develop a more sophisticated vocabulary (Myhill, 2009). In sentences, the subjects 

increase in complexity of phrase construction and the predicates become more complex. In 

general, older writers use more complex syntactic constructions than younger writers 

(Berninger, Nagy, & Beers, 2011).  Myhill (2008) study focused on 13- to 16-year-olds. 

The patterns she found illuminate children’s MLA: evidence of control of sentences 

became greater in the contrast between weak and good writing, although similar 
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developmental patterns occurred as writers became older. Weaker writers who were using 

a novice, knowledge telling strategy (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982) wrote sentences 

which were linear and temporal and linked compound sentences with and. Good writing 

was characterised by: “contrasting sentence lengths . . . complex sentences . . . [a] wider 

repertoire of subordinators . . . more non finite clauses” (p. 285) and a greater variety of 

sentence openers. Christie and Derewianka (2008) examined a corpus of 2000 children’s 

texts. They linguistically analysed representative texts from each age level which were 

judged as good by teachers and examiners, from early childhood to adolescence. In the age 

range 7 to 11 years of age (the present study’s age range), they found that younger children 

employ grammar congruently. They use simple clauses. As children grow older, they use 

more varied clauses and a wider range of dependent clauses. Grammatical metaphor as 

nominalisation begins to appear. Lexical density increases and noun and verb groups 

expand. The older children use more adverbs of manner and prepositional phrases. Texts 

are better organised and more directed because the children control theme and rheme better 

(Christie & Derewianka, 2008). Conceivably, children will attend to and manipulate 

increasingly developed syntactic constructions as part of MLA. 

Metalanguage draws attention to the patterns of language and it is important to linking 

linguistic items to “the purposes for which language is being used and the goals of the 

speaker/writer” (Schleppegrell, 2017, p. 387). Children’s awareness of metalanguage for 

describing grammar is likely to reflect what they have been taught and the grammar 

teaching pedagogy. Experimental research in New Zealand showed that the teaching of 

“English grammar, whether traditional or transformational, has virtually no influence on 

the language growth of typical secondary school students” (Elley et al., 1976, p. 18). 

Teacher’s lack of confidence in their knowledge of grammar may affect the development 

of a shared grammatical metalanguage (Gordon, 2005, 2010; Locke, 2009; Myhill, 2021; 

Myhill, Jones, & Watson, 2013). In New Zealand, Jeurissen (2012) found that the 

teachers’ knowledge of grammar was very limited and that they might be reliant on their 

own schooling as a resource for teaching grammar. Parr and Jesson (2016) reported that 

writing teaching moves in primary classrooms that occupied the least amount of time in a 

week included teaching grammar. An intervention comprised of contextualised, functional 

grammar teaching schemes (Myhill, Lines, & Watson, 2012) had a strong positive effect 

(1.53). However, interviews and lesson observations showed the impact of teachers’ 

subject knowledge on children’s understanding of grammar. “Teachers who were less 



36 

confident about grammar struggled with the grammar in the schemes, sometimes giving 

incorrect explanations, and often anxious about handling students’ questions” (Myhill, 

Lines, & Watson, 2012, p. 32). 

In New Zealand, the designers of the original asTTle: writing test carried out three small-

scale studies into the impact of the test on teachers’ knowledge about writing (Parr, 

Glasswell, & Aikman, 2007). The test employs traditional grammatical terminology and 

the model of language is social and functional. Teachers reported that using the writing 

diagnostic assessment rubrics, which included explicit grammatical metalanguage, 

increased their knowledge of the language features needed for particular purposes for 

writing and enabled learning of a shared metalanguage for talking about writing (Parr et 

al., 2007). E-asTTle: writing (revised), includes a glossary of metalingual terms and if 

teachers use this resource some metalanguage may be taught. However, the glossary is not 

a rich metalanguage for talking about grammar as a social semiotic, which is functional in 

context of use and a complex resource for thinking and making meaning (Halliday, 

1985/2014).  

In a large-scale study in mixed comprehensive schools in England (S. Jones, Myhill, & 

Bailey, 2013), grammar was taught as a repertoire of choices for making meaning in the 

context of the social purposes of communicating with an audience. The Year 8 children 

were taught to connect effective grammatical choices of authors and speakers with their 

own texts, to enhance their awareness of the rhetorical choices they might make. The study 

showed a positive relationship between a grammar teaching intervention and writing 

attainment (ES= 0.21; p<0.001). S. Jones et al.’s (2013) research with Year 8 students 

suggested that there is a space for a study of the nature of younger children’s MLA related 

to writing here in New Zealand. In addressing this space, the current study data provides 

evidence of children’s grammatical understanding and relates it to these prior findings.  

Metalexical attention to words is part of MLA. Lexical choice is important to writing 

quality. Wood et al. (2020) described differences in 749 first to eighth graders’ vocabulary 

in narratives over a year. They showed that there was increased lexical diversity in Grades 

1 to 3. In higher grades, there was growth in lexical diversity in proportion to the total 

number of words. Standardised measures of achievement and lexical diversity were 

moderately related. The authors considered that written language development can be 
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shown with lexical measures (Wood et al., 2020). The research showed that it is likely that 

children’s MLA will focus on lexemes and that awareness of words will develop. 

Academic vocabulary is part of “the specialized language, both oral and written, of 

academic settings that facilitates communication and thinking about disciplinary content” 

(Nagy, Townsend, Lesaux, & Schmitt, 2012, p. 92). It comprises vocabulary from Latin 

and Greek, words with complex morphology, precision of information, and is more 

abstract (Nagy et al., 2012). Children’s awareness of academic language develops towards 

increased vocabulary knowledge and depth of knowledge of words (Lesaux, Kieffer, 

Faller, & Kelley, 2010; Townsend & Collins, 2009). Knowledge of academic vocabulary 

contributes to high-quality writing (Lawrence, White, & Snow, 2010; Lesaux et al., 2010; 

Myhill, 2009). The data in the present study are designed to show whether children focus 

MLA on distinguishing between academic vocabulary and ordinary words and whether 

this develops. 

Genre theorists advocate teaching children the vocabulary and linguistic features of the 

texts they need to write to succeed at school (Derewianka, 1998; Halliday 1985/2014; 

Knapp & Watkins, 2005). Genre theory incorporates the development of MLA deliberately 

in scaffolded, staged, transmissionist teaching (Rose, 2009). Theories of teaching writing 

based on innateness (Chomsky, 2011) of language learning capability and individual 

linguistic competence (Hymes, 1972) are seen as inequitable for students in the school 

system who come from language backgrounds that are oriented differently to traditional 

school practices. The scaffolding metaphor derived from Vygotsky (1986) enables the 

cultural and linguistic capital brought to school from diverse backgrounds to connect with 

the texts valued by schools. The staged, transmissionist teaching of genres develops in 

children and teachers the MLA they need to achieve in writing.  

Rose (2009) illustrated the scaffolding of a Year 6 class in an Australian primary school. 

The children are writing arguments. The excerpt shows the teacher jointly constructing text 

and eliciting the lexico grammatical resources for commencing an argument 

collaboratively with the students. The teacher leads the students to be metalinguistically 

aware of the lexical choices they might make and their effectiveness.  

Counter arguments to this approach suggest that it does not encourage agency or revoicing 

of genres for the students’ individual purposes (Wollman-Bonilla, 2000). Haas Dyson’s 

(2009) view that for children “writing . . . is not the mastery of a particular text type but a 
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disciplining of discourse flexibility and adaptability” (p. 235), with the child as agentive 

“revoicing symbolic material from their landscape of possibilities” (p. 235), critiqued a 

goal for writing instruction which requires children to produce correct examples of genre. 

However, Wollman-Bonilla (2000) showed that even young first grade children could 

appropriate the resources of scientific genres (Halliday & Martin, 2003) using their own 

voices in writing to express their personal views of the science they have been learning. 

They expressed their scientific learning in personal journals addressed to and responded to 

by their families. This necessitated the mixing of genres because of the different functions 

of scientific and journal communications. Although the teacher scaffolded forms typical of 

scientific language the children appropriated them in their own ways to express their 

learning to their families. Innateness theories imply that children’s implicit language 

learning interacts dynamically with explicitly acquired knowledge about linguistic items 

and genre. Children who are taught to write in a genre pedagogy may not be able to 

acquire rapidly all the linguistic capability they need to produce an effective text. This was 

shown by the length of the interaction in Rose (2009) to co-construct one phrase “for the 

following reasons” (p. 156). Oral and written language develop through immersion within 

language experiences (Parr, Jesson, & McNaughton, 2009). The question for this study is 

whether children’s expressions of MLA evince awareness of genre. Theoretically, 

knowledge-transforming (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982) genre awareness will be more 

developed MLA. 

3.3.3 Sociocultural writing research. 

MLA develops within a sociocultural setting. Family, peers, school and teacher are all 

influences on what children write. “Metalinguistic understanding is developed through 

socially constructed encounters with texts and communities of writers” (Myhill, 2012, p. 

265). According to Vygotsky (1986), children learn language through social interaction 

which later becomes internalised: the sociocultural view attends to both the external and 

internal facets of language learning (Genishi & Haas Dyson, 2009).  

Language is not a single entity. It is endlessly variable from person to person, between 

different neighbourhoods, countries and social situations. Children are learning “what to 

say and how to say it across endlessly diverse situations” (Genishi & Haas Dyson, 2009, p. 

9). The language children learn comprises the voices they internalise from their family, 

neighbourhood, school and culture. These voices are part of their ability to make sense of 

language, to compare an actual to an idealised text to see if writing “makes sense.” “That 
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sense guides their efforts to appropriate, orchestrate and adapt their diverse experiential 

and symbolic resources” (Genishi & Haas Dyson, 2009, p. 9). In a country where diversity 

is the norm, children’s ability to make sense may rest on a form of English particular to 

their ethnicity. In fact, the only time they may hear an English “register” (Halliday, 

1985/2014, p. 29) particular to school may be at school, although the many voices of the 

school’s different cultures will also be heard, including Māori, which is one of New 

Zealand’s official languages (NZ Human Rights Commission, 2008).  

MLA is circumscribed by the language children learn as part of their social interactions 

and, in writing, the subtle power relations which exist between author and intended reader. 

This influences what they choose to write, how they write it and how they reflect on their 

language. Accordingly, the sociocultural context informs the interpretation of MLA data. 

As Myhill (2012) stated, the sociocultural influences of contexts and writing communities 

shape MLA: “Writing is a social practice . . . in which a mental dialogue occurs during 

writing between the writer and the imagined reader, a dialogue that is rooted in socially 

determined knowledge” (p. 250).  

Through their writing, children develop subjectivity and from that create identities in 

writing (Kress, 1997) in relation to school, family and community contexts (Kostouli, 

2009). Kostouli (2009) reported a study for which children constructed their identities as 

active participants in their wider community, by presenting their writing on a local radio 

station. Their writing elicited responses from the mayor and citizens. However, the 

journalists treated their endeavours as small children’s projects. The children were self-

aware of their developing literate identities and “expressed their disappointment” (p. 107) 

with the journalist’s responses. In Kamler and Comber’s (2005) study, children negotiated 

powerful classroom roles as producers and directors of films they made. They gained 

digital writing and drawing skills which developed the students’ confidence as writers. 

They thought critically and produced complex texts. “Writing became a social, visual and 

performative process, rather than a solitary or exclusively print-based experience” (p. 128) 

Theoretically, MLA develops in response to social, visual and performative roles and 

responsibilities and the challenges of literacy (Gombert, 1992; Kamler & Comber, 2005). 

Children’s developing MLA enables them consciously to construct their identities in their 

social milieu through their writing.  
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In addition to community influences, private social childhood worlds commingle with 

school’s writing requirements. Haas Dyson (2009) studied young children in multiethnic, 

low-socioeconomic schools in America. She described the way the children interrelate 

voices and text types from their private or social childhood worlds into the world of 

literacy learning at school to negotiate agency and identity. Children writing shape an 

imaginary destiny. There is a rich range of assumed identity choices the children may 

make: footballer, girl pop singer, superhero, warrior, to name but a few. The children 

empower themselves as active participants in their multicultural and multisocial world. 

Bilingual children in London who inhabited hybridised cultural worlds drew on the 

multiplicity of resources offered by their multiethnic experience to create texts (Kenner, 

2005, as cited in Haas Dyson, 2009). The children were “not moving forward on some 

kind of imaginary pathway to literacy but manoeuvring with more control, more flexibility 

on expanding textual landscapes of diverse voices” (Haas Dyson, 2009, p. 235). MLA is 

implicated in the development of subjectivity as children empower themselves in relation 

to family, community, school and task. The control of literacy competencies implied here 

is intrinsic to MLA. The notion of development as nonlinear contributes theoretically to an 

understanding of the way children develop MLA. 

Cognitive writing theory points to aspects of the writing process which require MLA. 

Cognitive writing theory also provides examples of writers' strategic development useful 

for the analysis of development in MLA. Working memory offers a concept for explaining 

interindividual differences in MLA. The EF echo descriptions of MLA as part of 

metacognition and enrich the analysis of the nature of MLA. Clay’s (1975, 1991) research 

contributed the conceptualisation of literacy learners’ dynamic, self-extending network of 

MLA strategies. Spelling and morphological research suggest aspects of language which 

are possible foci for children's MLA. The relationship between oral language and writing 

quality predicts and explains oral rehearsals of ideas in the data. Research into linguistic 

development lays alongside MLA development showing the linguistic items children 

control as their writing improves. The grammar teaching research offers an explanation of 

a scenario in which children do not have metalanguage to articulate knowledge of 

grammar. Sophisticated words and academic language related to quality writing suggest 

that children will focus on words. MLA is influenced by context; the sociocultural writing 

research offers examples of children developing subjectivity and consequently identity 

(Kress, 1998) in their social milieu. Each of the writing research theoretical perspectives 
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reviewed in this section has created a space for MLA to be articulated as a construct which 

is intrinsic to writing capability. Children’s MLA in relation to writing has not been fully 

described (Newman & Watson, 2020). A cross-sectional inquiry in New Zealand will 

provide data to answer questions about the nature of children’s MLA, the way it develops 

and the theory of metalinguistic development which is supported. The data will show 

whether there are connections between the conceptualisations of writing described in this 

review and MLA. 

3.4 Metalinguistic Awareness Research 

In this section, I present conceptualisations of MLA from extant research which explain 

the nature of MLA. MLA is a multifaceted, complex concept which children employ in 

individual ways to produce writing. I describe how MLA is conceptualised in different 

disciplines. Different writing pedagogies offer differing conceptions of MLA. I show that 

MLA develops through oral language which is subconsciously reorganised into a system. 

Two hypotheses concerning the development of MLA are evaluated: the interaction 

hypothesis and the autonomy hypothesis. MLA is important for reading and extant 

research about MLA and reading reveals something of the nature of MLA related to 

literacy learning. I argue, as others have done, that MLA is essential to learning to write; it 

develops interactively with formal literacy tuition. MLA as a cognitive, bilingual skill 

reveals the importance of executive control which relevant to writing. Bilingual studies 

reveal the dynamic interaction between MLA and implicit language knowledge. MLA is 

described as comprised of the cognitive skills of control of attention and analysis. It is a 

process on a continuum rather than a binary opposition: metalinguistic or implicit. MLA is 

influenced by social factors (Camps & Milian, 2000b). MLA in writing develops along 

trajectories of increasing control of language from: speech patterns to writing patterns, 

translation to transformation, declaration to elaboration (Myhill, 2009). I review studies 

that show that functionalist, contextualised teaching of grammar and encouragement of 

metalinguistic talk about grammatical concepts improves children’s writing (for example, 

Myhill et al., 2016). The studies show that younger children talk metalinguistically about 

their writing but may not typically have metalanguage. I concur that developing awareness 

of an implied reader signals developing MLA (Myhill, Lines, & Jones, 2020). Finally, I 

suggest that differences in MLA among writers of different abilities may show 

development.  
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3.4.1 Metalinguistic awareness in the different disciplines. 

This section frames this study of MLA and writing with conceptualisations of MLA drawn 

from different disciplines. Linguistic theory addresses the language used to talk about 

language. In Jakobson’s (1960) theory, language has a metalinguistic function when it 

refers to itself. Chomsky (2011) hypothesised that there is a specific human mental faculty 

for processing and producing language; he suggested the idea that there is a link between 

language and cognitive processes, “The core of language appears to be a system of 

thought” (p. 263). Psycholinguistic theorists (Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986) 

articulated conscious and unconscious cognitive processes which regulate the use and 

production of language (Camps & Milian, 2000b). Adopting a multidisciplinary 

perspective, with a focus on functional grammar, metalanguage and metalinguistic talk, 

Myhill and colleagues investigated the effects of functional grammar teaching 

interventions on children’s writing performance (for example, S. Jones et al., 2013; Myhill 

et al., 2018, Myhill, Jones, et al., 2012; Myhill et al., 2016). MLA was articulated as 

control of grammatical choices to make meaning in context. Clay (1975, 1991) (reviewed 

in section 3.3) researched the acquisition of early reading and writing literacy, within 

cognitive psychology, from an information processing point of view and described the 

metalinguistic control of language young children needed in order to learn to read and 

write. Each of these theorists offered insights which contribute to articulating the nature of 

children’s MLA related to their writing achievement. 

3.4.2 Metalinguistic awareness develops through oral language. 

In this section, I show the importance of the interaction between MLA and oral language 

development. I describe three ways researchers theorise MLA as developing through oral 

language: firstly, phases of subconscious development lead to MLA as an endpoint; secondly 

MLA develops interactively with language acquisition; thirdly MLA develops around 7 years 

of age consistent with the beginning of Piaget’s (1964) concrete operational stage of cognitive 

development. I argue that the first two notions are compatible and that the notion that MLA 

develops interactively with language acquisition is the most plausible idea (Clay, 1991). I 

argue for a dynamic interrelationship between explicit and implicit language learning (Ellis, 

2005) which applies to writing.  

3.4.2.1 A subconscious phase of language development precedes metalinguistic 

awareness.  On the first account, language develops subconsciously, prompted by oral 

interactions, before it becomes available to metalinguistic reflection. Gombert (1992) and 
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Karmiloff-Smith (1986) theorised language acquisition occurring subconsciously in four 

phases before MLA occurs. According to Karmiloff-Smith (1986), linguistic knowledge is 

analysed, “explicitation” (p. 100), and represented differently, “redescribed” (p. 102) in a 

series of unconscious processes that reorganise the initial linguistic form–function pairings the 

child learns through communication with more expert users of the language, into a linguistic 

system. Language is only available to conscious reflection at the end of the unconscious 

processes she described. Karmiloff-Smith (1986) argued that MLA is not a part of language 

acquisition “macrodevelopmentally” (p. 139). However, interaction hypothesis theorists, 

reviewed subsequently, argued that MLA develops interactively from the beginning of oral 

language development. Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) theory contributed to theorising the 

development of MLA in this study as increasingly explicit descriptions of language and how it 

works.  

An epilinguistic phase may precede the development of MLA. Gombert’s (1992) first 

phase is almost identical to Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) first level of “implicit” (p. 100) 

knowledge. However, Gombert added to Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) notions a second phase 

called epilinguistic, implying an unconscious organisation of linguistic forms. In this 

phase, “the epilinguistic behaviour which controls language activities applies rules which 

became increasingly general in scope” (Gombert, 1992, p. 189) and this epilinguistic phase 

occurs before MLA develops. Epilinguistic knowledge can only be manifested in the 

child’s actions. The child cannot describe it. However, Van Lier (1998) argued that MLA 

develops through implicit language learning and control and that Gombert’s (1992) 

epilinguistic phase must follow the development of MLA.  

A child may be at different phases of learning linguistic items at the same time: at Phase 1 

for one linguistic item and Phase 3 for another. Moreover, within the first two phases of 

representational redescription and explicitation, Karmiloff-Smith (1986) posited a three-

phase development of language, firstly a form–function pairing, secondly a self-referring 

metaprocess, organising the initial linguistic knowledge into a grammar, for example: a 

system of determiners, and finally a process looking outward to the world linking the 

newly formed system with reality again. According to Karmiloff-Smith (1986), these 

phases recur with the addition of new linguistic items. Karmiloff-Smith (1986) theorised 

that children can use a linguistic item before they are able to verbalise knowledge of the 

item. Conceivably, the children’s expressions of MLA in the present study will indicate if 

some language is in use even if they cannot yet describe it.  
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Writing poses multiple communication problems to children and these linguistic problems 

prompt the child to develop through the phases. Karmiloff-Smith (1986) saw the motivator 

for reorganisation at the second phase as positive stability in the system. However, 

Gombert (1992) saw the motivator for reorganisation as the challenge to the child “to 

resolve increasingly complex problems of communication” (p. 188) which literacy 

education poses.  

According to Gombert’s (1992) account, MLA develops as tuition in reading and writing 

commences and writing, in particular, requires and prompts the development of MLA 

(Tunmer & Herriman, 1984). The transition to the metalinguistic phase (Gombert, 1992) 

occurs because the child encounters new linguistic problems which:  

have to be apprehended in such a [metalinguistically aware] way if the new 

linguistic tasks demanded of him or her are to be accomplished . . . a command of 

Reading and Writing necessitates the conscious knowledge and intentional control 

of numerous aspects of language. (Gombert, 1992, p. 190) 

Learning to write prompts metalinguistic development. This suggests that metalinguistic 

development related to writing achievement will be evident in this study. 

There is disagreement about when MLA becomes possible. Karmiloff-Smith (1986) stated 

that her phases are not age-related stages and develop throughout the child’s acquisition of 

language. However, Gombert (1992) concluded that it is at about 6 or 7 years old that the 

first metalinguistic behaviour occurs. The phase of epilinguistic control, which he insists 

must underpin metalinguistic knowledge, does not occur until the end of the 5th year and 

most epilinguistic controls develop between 5 and 6 years of age.  

Although there is disagreement between the theorists about when MLA occurs, the 

theories suggest the implicit language development which must happen as a child becomes 

capable of MLA. MLA, which develops as the child acquires literacy, may be founded on 

a rich base of implicit oral language development (Clay, 1991). However, Gombert’s 

(1992) age-related stages might suggest an age at which there is a flourishing of 

metalinguistic ability and he implied an interactive relationship between writing and MLA. 

The stages suggest that starting to observe MLA at the ages of 7 to 11 in this study is 

optimum.  

3.4.2.2 The interaction hypothesis. On the second account, MLA may be part of 

language acquisition from the beginning. A further group of theorists argued that MLA 
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influences the child’s acquisition of basic language comprehension and production 

processes. Inversely, linguistic development influences metalinguistic development. This 

theory is known as the “interaction” hypothesis. There are two assumptions inherent in this 

hypothesis: firstly, MLA plays a role in preschool language acquisition and, secondly, 

preschoolers are capable of MLA (Gleitman et al., 1972; Smith & Tager-Flusberg, 1982). 

The theory suggests that as children learn to write they are already capable of oral MLA so 

MLA related to writing can develop (Gombert, 1992). 

Researchers found that young children expressed MLA through knowledge of print 

concepts, making metalinguistic judgements, synonymy, acceptability of sentences and 

spontaneous speech repairs and this suggests that the interaction hypothesis is plausible. 

Chaney (1994) found that knowledge of print concepts was related to metalinguistic 

performance. Smith and Tager-Flusberg (1982) showed that “given a battery of six 

metalinguistic tasks the majority of preschoolers were able to make at least some 

metalinguistic judgements and that metalinguistic performance improved with age” (p. 

449). Clark (1978) suggested that young children first provided evidence of MLA by 

spontaneously repairing their own speech and they corrected the speech of others. Children 

were also able to explain why some sentences were possible and how they should be 

interpreted (Galambos & Goldin-Meadow, 1990). Doherty and Perner’s (1998) study 

compared tests of false belief and MLA (synonymy), linking MLA with theory of mind 

and they concluded that “the central feature of metalinguistic awareness, understanding 

language as language, developed around [4 years of age]” (p. 280). 

Clay’s (1991) theory of oral language development implies interaction between the 

development of MLA and implicit language development from early childhood. She put 

forward the theory that the young children develop inner control of strategies for learning 

oral language as an essential precursor to the development of literacy. Control of attention 

is one cognitive skill theorised as part of MLA (Bialystok, 2001). The way children 

strategise learning oral language is important to learning strategies for developing literacy.  

The interaction hypothesis suggests that children will develop MLA interactively with 

learning to write. Whilst the interaction hypothesis suggests that data collection in this 

study might be carried out at a younger age than 7, the present study focuses on children 7 

to 11 years old. Research has revealed the developing MLA of younger children in relation 

to writing (Boocock et al., 1998; Clay, 1975, 1991; Martello, 2001) but research into the 
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nature of the MLA of children in middle childhood is limited (Newman & Watson, 2020). 

Very young children may be so focused on transcription they may not mention other types 

of MLA (Abbott et al., 2010; Allal, 2000; Limpo, Alves, & Connolly, 2017) although 

research has shown that when young children focus on higher order thinking transcription 

skills develop (Arrimada, Torrance, & Fidalgo, 2019; Malpique, Pino-Pasternak, & 

Valcan, 2017). In New Zealand, the young writers, in this study, have completed 2 years of 

literacy tuition and may be progressing with accomplishing transcription skills. 

Conceivably, the young writers will be able to express a variety of types of MLA. 

3.4.2.3 The autonomy hypothesis. There is an alternative theory to the interaction 

hypothesis which suggests an optimal age for studying MLA, the “autonomy” hypothesis. 

Following Piaget (1964), theorists argued that MLA only becomes possible at around 7 years 

of age when the child is capable of concrete operational thought. Gombert’s (1992) stages of 

development link with Piaget’s (1964) stages in the development of cognition.  

According to the autonomy hypothesis, basic comprehension and production processes in 

language acquisition do not require awareness. The child is able to learn to use the 

language without having the skill to reflect upon language.  

Skills in using spoken language and skills in making judgements about language do 

not develop at the same time. Skills in using language are primary and develop 

during the preschool years, while skills in making judgments, especially about the 

form of utterances are delayed until the middle childhood years. (Smith & Tager-

Flusberg, 1982, p. 450)  

The empirical research which showed that preschoolers were capable of MLA suggests that 

the autonomy hypothesis is implausible as did Clay’s (1991) notion of children’s ability to 

experiment with and control oral language. Children have awareness or tacit knowledge about 

literacy which precedes the ability to verbalise knowledge (Clay, 1998b). 

However, the research which led to the autonomy hypothesis uncovered a flourishing of 

metalinguistic abilities at around age 7. These might be linked with the effects of literacy 

tuition. Hakes’s (1980) empirical study suggested a marked increase in “children’s ability 

to focus on and deal explicitly with properties of language” (p. 99) during middle 

childhood. The data suggest a relationship between metalinguistic performance on three 

metalinguistic tasks and performance on conservation tasks. Gombert’s (1992) model of 

MLA in four phases: implicit language development, epilinguistic unconscious control, 
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metalinguistic conscious control, and automatisation led to his conclusion that although the 

four phases in the cycle are not stages, his metanalysis of data pointed to an age of 6 to 7 

years when “the first meta-functionings are generally identified” (p. 191). Theories of the 

flourishing of MLA around age 7 point to the possibility that young writers from this age 

will be able to verbalise MLA.  

3.4.3 Implicit and explicit language knowledge. 

The interaction hypothesis and Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) theory suggest that there is a 

constantly changing and progressing interrelationship between implicit and explicit 

language knowledge which is important to the analysis in this study. Van Lier (1998) 

argued that creative and intuitive control of language was as important as explicit reference 

to grammatical terminology in MLA.  

Ellis (2005) theorised implicit and explicit language learning as dynamically interrelated as 

part of a whole functioning system of linguistic capability. “Conscious and unconscious 

processes are dynamically involved together in every cognitive task and every learning 

episode . . . the learning, representation and processing of language is part of the same 

dynamic network system” (pp. 340–341). Although the two systems of implicit and 

explicit language learning are functionally and anatomically different (supported by 

evidence from brain imaging), there is a dynamic interface between the two systems.  

Like Karmiloff-Smith (1986) and Gombert (1992), Ellis (2005) saw most of first language 

learning as implicit. However, explicit language knowledge can affect the implicit 

knowledge necessary for “fluency and production” (p. 306), thus explaining the impact 

that explicit language instruction can have on language learning, especially for second 

language learners who made accelerated progress when receiving explicit instruction.  

Van Lier (1998) implied a dynamic relationship between explicit and implicit language 

control, arguing for an inextricable interlinking of intuitive and creative control of language 

with explicit knowledge of grammatical organisation. This is especially important in writing. 

In Berman’s (2008) study, very proficient writers showed an ability to link explicit knowledge 

of a text type such as persuasive writing with implicit control of narrative and showed complex 

control of language by mingling genre typical and atypical forms of expression for making 

meaning. 

Writing, which always necessitates the manipulation of language as an artefact, always 

requires some explicit knowledge of language, although some skills may become 
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automatised. “The binary distinction between implicit and explicit may be insufficiently 

nuanced to describe students’ metalinguistic development in writing” (Myhill & Jones, 

2015, p. 850). Rather, the dynamic interrelationship Ellis (2005) suggested may be more 

plausible. Although the terms implicit and explicit may be clear in relation to knowledge, 

they are less clear in relation to MLA and in particular to language use in writing (Van 

Lier, 1998). Whilst children may write using their implicit knowledge of syntax and 

conventional phrases like “once upon a time” (Myhill & Jones, 2015, p. 848), writing is 

always a process of conscious decision making and choice and it may always be conscious 

rather than subconscious (Myhill & Jones, 2015). In this study, implicit or unconscious 

language knowledge may account for aspects of writing performance for which the 

children do not verbalise metalinguistic attention. 

3.4.4 Metalinguistic awareness and reading. 

MLA is important to learning to read. MLA predicts later reading achievement and reading 

develops MLA. Tunmer and Herriman (1984) detailed three stages at which MLA may 

develop. On the first account, MLA is essential to language acquisition and “arises out of 

devices for finding faults” (Marshall & Morton, 1978, p. 228). In the second analysis, 

MLA develops in middle childhood between the ages of 4 to 8 as children learn to read 

(along with concrete operational cognitive skills). Thirdly, MLA develops as a 

consequence of learning to read, after learning to read. As MLA is widely regarded as a 

prerequisite for successfully learning to read, Tunmer and Herriman (1984) concluded that 

the second circumstance is most likely and that there is a symbiotic relationship between 

reading instruction and MLA: reading instruction, once it begins, increases the MLA 

already occurring before reading instruction began. Gombert (1992), mentioned 

previously, also argued that MLA develops because of the challenges inherent in literacy 

tuition. The development of MLA and reading suggests that a similar symbiotic 

relationship between MLA and writing occurs. 

In support of their view of the connection between reading ability and MLA, Tunmer and 

Herriman (1984) argued that the underlying cognitive skill appears to be executive control. 

They reported a correlation between tests of conceptual tempo, phonological awareness 

and word recognition in beginning readers, and tests of reading ability and intelligence. 

The children’s scores on the tests were significantly correlated, even when the effects of 

intelligence were held constant (Tunmer & Fletcher, 1981, cited in Tunmer & Herriman, 
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1984). Executive control, central to the relationship between MLA and reading, is an EF 

related to writing development (Drijbooms et al., 2015). 

Foy and Mann (2006) showed that phonological awareness is an important predictor of 

later reading progress and they consider it to be a type of MLA because the child must 

abstract from the speech sound and link it to its alphabetical symbol and attend to language 

in and of itself as an object. Knowledge of letter names was shown to predict phonological 

awareness because the letter names contain the phonemes (Foy & Mann, 2006). 

Clay (1991) detailed the MLA that a 5-year-old child learning to read in New Zealand must 

acquire in the first year of school:  

Directional control appropriate for print . . . Using some conventions of print. 

Searching for meaning . . . Word by word meaning . . . Cross checking two types of 

cues. Self-correcting following recognition of errors . . . Using some letter sound 

relationships. Using first letters. Using word endings. Correcting medial sounds. 

Using letter clusters. Getting to new words by analogy with known words. Building 

a vocabulary of high-frequency writing words. (p. 226) 

Some of these types of MLA are also important for writing. She described the MLA that the 

child develops through reading as control over strategies for relating levels of language to one 

another as the child reads: “using language . . . gaining concepts about print . . . attending to 

visual information . . . [and] hearing sounds in sequence” (p. 234). Early writing links closely 

with the MLA the children develop while reading and reveals the knowledge about print that 

children are acquiring. Both reading and writing are meaning making activities (Clay, 1991).  

There may also be an interaction between children’s developing MLA and their 

developing writing ability, since writing requires awareness of language and control (Allal, 

2000; Myhill & Jones, 2015). Martello (2001) found that capable Year 1 and 2 writers had 

knowledge of metalanguage, evidence of MLA developing alongside early writing 

achievement. Just as MLA predicts reading achievement, and reading develops MLA, 

MLA may predict writing ability and writing develop MLA (Clay, 1975, 1991; Gombert, 

1992). Reading and writing are interrelated skills (Berninger, Cartwright, Yates, Swanson, & 

Abbott, 1994; Clay, 1991).  

3.4.5 Metalinguistic awareness is essential to writing.  

In fact, MLA is essential in learning to write. Writing always requires the ability to reflect 

upon language as an abstraction (Cazden, 1974; Halliday, 1993). Vygotsky (1986) stated 
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that there is a first level of symbolisation in spoken language, the “sound image” (p. 181) 

and that writing requires “a second degree of symbolization, the written signs” (p. 181). He 

also pointed out that writing is “speech without an interlocutor” (p. 181). Vygotsky 

asserted that “Writing required a double abstraction: abstraction from the sound of speech 

and abstraction from the interlocutor” (p. 181). For Vygotsky, writing always brings 

language to consciousness and therefore requires MLA. Myhill and Jones (2015) also saw 

writing as an essentially metalinguistic act: “writing is always an act of selecting, shaping 

and revising and thus draws on metalinguistic activity” (p. 2). The link between MLA and 

writing is a complex interaction of knowledge of language, reflection upon it and choice. 

The writing research reviewed in section 3.3 suggests that MLA may link cognitive and 

linguistic skills, such as spelling, and writing achievement. The inquiry in the present 

study explores the notion that MLA is intrinsic to writing achievement (Gombert, 1992; 

Martello, 2001; Myhill & Jones, 2015).  

3.4.6 Metalinguistic awareness and bilingualism. 

One MLA cognitive process, executive control, that is important to bilingual children may 

also be important in writing. Researchers found that bilingual children had higher scores 

than monolingual children on executive functioning tasks (Bialystok & Barac, 2012; Calvo 

& Bialystok, 2014). The bilingual children showed increased development of executive 

control through their ability to make a choice between two competing alternatives. Writers 

also require executive control to make decisions and choices to achieve their 

communicative goals, suppressing alternatives. EF are linked with writing quality 

(Cordeiro et al., 2019; Drijbooms et al., 2015).  

Ong and Zhang (2010) found bilingual students suppressing alternatives to make 

communicative choices. They suggested a view of MLA, in which the students chose 

between items stored in the mental lexicon according to the versatility or the grammatical 

feature of the item, matching items from different languages by codeswitching. 

Singaporean Chinese English bilingual students seemed to employ two cognitive 

processes, in their codeswitching, that Ong and Zhang (2010) called filters, the “Lemma 

Versatility Control” filter and the “Grammatical Feature Filter.” The filters were activated 

by dissimilarities between the two languages to control codeswitching in conversation. The 

codeswitching of the students as they switched between their two languages was evidence 

of MLA. Although the filter metaphor might be too concretive to describe a process, the 

executive control implied might also be part of MLA in writing, especially the writing of 
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bilinguals. The theoretical notion of executive control suggests that in this study the 

writers will evince increasing control of language as part of MLA. 

3.4.7 Metalinguistic awareness as a process on a continuum. 

The conceptualisation of MLA as a process on a continuum is influential theoretically in this 

study. The cognitive skills of attention, analysis and control which Bialystok (2001) 

considered to be part of MLA, may be employed on a continuum with differing intensity. 

Often there is a dichotomy between implicit knowledge of language used transparently for 

communication and language reflected upon for itself, which Jakobson (1960) called the 

“metalingual” (p. 7) function. Alternatively, Bialystok (2001) suggested that MLA should be 

placed on a continuum in an “intensity metaphor of processing” (p. 130), rather than a spatial, 

structuralist metaphor where one domain, linguistic, is separate from another, metalinguistic. 

An observer may infer, from an instance of language use, that a child is more or less 

metalinguistically aware, rather than metalinguistically aware or not, in a binary opposition. 

This continuum of less to more is evident in studies of the development of MLA through 

oral language. Empirical studies showed that very young children corrected their own 

speech errors (Clark, 1978). Slightly older children were able to correct the errors of other 

children (Clark, 1978). Four-year-olds were able to recognise synonymy (Doherty & 

Perner, 1998). Children of 4 or 5 were able to identify the concept of a word (Karmiloff-

Smith, 1986). Phonological awareness in young children predicted later success in learning 

to read (Foy & Mann, 2006).  

MLA of different aspects of language might be more focused as the child develops as a 

writer. Young children in the first 2 years of school knew some metalanguage and this 

knowledge was linked to capability in writing (Martello, 2001). Older children showed 

linguistic development as they improved their writing and this can be linked to trajectories 

of metalinguistic development (Myhill, 2009). All of these empirical studies support the 

notion that metalinguistic development occurs along a continuum, with different types of 

MLA being more central to the children’s attention at different times, beginning when 

children are preschoolers. Children’s verbalisations of MLA, in this study, may be less or 

more metalinguistic on a continuum rather than MLA, not MLA, as a dichotomy.  

3.4.8 Metalinguistic awareness from the perspective of situated cognition. 

Situated cognition focuses on the influence of social setting on cognitive processes and 

MLA. Context is implicated in cognition because, “Thinking is intricately interwoven with 



52 

the context of the problem to be solved” (Rogoff, 1984, p. 2). Situated cognition highlights 

the way language links to the context and culture in which it is learned and is a social view 

of learning. It uncovers the processes and influences a writer goes through to produce a 

piece of writing in a particular context.  

Context influences children’s MLA because it is intrinsic to language use. According to 

Halliday’s (1985/2014) “ecological” (p. 32) theory of language, the “environment of 

meanings” (p. 32) is intrinsic to the theory of language. Language is always “interpreted 

by reference to its semiotic habitat” (p. 32). The notion that “Texts vary systematically . . . 

according [to] the nature of the contexts they are used in . . . text types we meet in life are 

all ways of using language in different contexts” (p. 29) is employed in sociocognitive 

theorists’ analysis of MLA. The context, addressors and addressees and text interrelate to 

create a space in which meanings are made (Halliday, 1985/2014). Language relates to 

other semiotic and social systems for creating meaning (Halliday, 1985/2014) (for 

example, the traditional and symbolic dress of a bride at a wedding). These extralinguistic 

semiotic and social systems influence children’s writing and their MLA. 

The following studies (since the year 2000), which relate directly to the connection 

between MLA and writing achievement, offer to the present study theories and research 

methodologies which take into account the influence of the social setting on writing. Many 

of the studies were written from a “sociocognitive” (Castelló Badia, 2000, p. 50) or 

“situated learning” (Matusov, Bell, & Rogoff, 1994, p. 918) or “situated cognition” 

(Rogoff & Lave, 1984 as cited in Pittard & Martlew, 2000, p. 84) perspective, emphasising 

the “role of context in cognitive activities” (Rogoff, 1984, p. 1). In this study, the social 

setting comprised the children’s consideration of their readers and the writing topic 

involved remembering activities with extended family. These social factors are likely to 

influence the children’s expressions of MLA (Tolchinsky, 2000).  

Different approaches to teaching writing conceptualise the metalinguistic reflections of the 

writer differently. A realistic way to view children learning how to write is both social and 

cognitive and a sociocognitive approach may be most effective (Tolchinsky, 2000). 

Tolchinsky (2000) described sociocultural, cognitive writing processes, systemic 

functional genre teaching, and sociocognitive approaches. She argued that each approach 

has its flaws: the social overlooks the importance of cognitive problem solving; the 

cognitive privileges cognitive problem solving and bypasses social influences; genre 
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teaching focuses on linguistics and social contextualisation of meaning making (Halliday, 

1985/2014) and leaves aside cognitive processes. The sociocognitive approach 

encompasses genre, social influences and cognitive problem solving. 

Genre theorists seek to empower individuals to do well in academia by teaching students 

the generic features of types of writing privileged in higher education. MLA consists of 

identifying, controlling and using the language and textual features of a particular genre. 

Writers may use genre as a macrotextual form of communication with readers; however, a 

view of MLA from a genre perspective may also be insufficient. Pittard and Martlew 

(2000) found that writerly decisions were not directly related to considerations of genre. 

Their university writers’ awareness of text types was broad, general and not well 

developed. However, they inferred that more localised problem solving may have been 

foregrounded and genre knowledge automatised. In contrast, Dolz and Erard (2000) found 

that genre was essential to understanding metaverbal activities in the classroom. It 

provided the learner with the knowledge which enabled reflection on verbal activities and 

clarified the dialogues between teachers and learners and between the learners. Patterns of 

language use in context are stable (Halliday, 1985/2014) and enable the understanding to 

which Dolz and Erard (2000) referred. Children’s control of patterns of language use could 

be intuitive (Van Lier, 1998) based on the knowledge of language children build up from 

their years of language use in school and social contexts (Hancock, 2009). Children 

express themselves drawing on the many voices they hear rather than describing 

knowledge of an institutionalised text type (Haas Dyson, 2009). Importantly for this study, 

young writers do not necessarily express MLA as knowledge of genre features 

(McCutchen, 1988). 

Process-oriented writing theorists initially obscured the MLA of genre features that writers 

need. Process-oriented writing theorists (for example, Flower & Hayes, 1977) view writing 

as a problem-solving activity. Writers learn to write by becoming more conscious of the 

processes they go through as they write which are: “knowledge base, processes of 

composing, reader expectancies and editing” (Tolchinsky, 2000, p. 44). Writers focus 

MLA and metacognitive thinking on these components. Critique of process writing led to 

the inclusion of explicit teaching of strategies including features of text (Calkins, 1994; 

Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). Graves (2003), an influential practitioner of process 

writing, included genre in a review of the practice (Graves, 2004). The research suggests 

that awareness of writing processes will be part of the nature of children’s MLA. 
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Tolchinsky (2000) pointed out that linking genre competence with empowerment is naive 

and presents, as an alternative, the notions of the sociocognitive theorists (Freedman, 1999; 

Freedman & Medway, 1994). These theorists followed Bakhtin (1986) in believing that 

each communicative situation has particular discourse practices which remain relatively 

consistent. MLA, in this account, consists of thinking about language in relation to its uses 

in a particular context, for example writing up a scientific experiment (Freedman & 

Medway, 1994). Students’ ability to reflect on language, their MLA, is a part of text 

production and their knowledge of genre is acquired as an apprenticeship in the discourses 

of the context until young writers are able to carry out writing tasks to an acceptable level 

of competence and are “central and less assisted” (Tolchinsky, 2000, p. 43). Tolchinsky 

(2000) contributed to the present study a conceptualisation of the MLA writers need: 

knowledge of genre features, understanding of social contexts and writing processes. Data 

collection in the present study is designed to reveal whether these aspects of MLA are 

present in children’s talk about their writing. 

Text and context are inseparable and influence one another in any writing situation. 

Castelló Badia (2000) examined the real-world writing context and the nature of cognitive 

processes which occur in these contexts and whether writing achievement remains stable 

in response to the demands of different situations and contexts. Her focus was on the 

understanding students had of different aspects of the composition process and their 

metacognitive knowledge of tasks and writing situations. In the first study reported, the 

sample was 11 classes in six schools, 293 students in all. Castelló Badia (2000) found that 

students who were able consciously to analyse the conditions and demands of their 

situation of writing and describe a specific mental representation of text and process were 

able to make more reflective and strategic decisions about what to include in their writing. 

She also found that more complex tasks prompted the use of more complex strategies. 

Castelló Badia’s (2000) study revealed the types of knowledge writers express as part of 

their MLA. She showed the importance of the children’s MLA of the task, writing process 

and the context of situation. She showed that writers employ metalinguistic strategies in 

response to the task. 

The distinction between knowledge telling and transforming strategies (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, 1982) is influential in the present study of the MLA of young writers. Young 

students may not understand the knowledge-transforming writing strategy and they may 

conceive of the writing process as representing their thoughts. In her second study, 
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Castelló Badia (2000) investigated how 1st-year university students wrote in an academic 

context, in particular students’ knowledge of the goals and conditions of their academic 

writing situations. Importantly, Castelló Badia (2000) found that only university students’ 

comments (contrasted with school students) showed understanding of the “epistemic 

function of writing” (p. 75) and even the university students conceived of writing as a 

process which transcribed thoughts. In the present study, children’s expressions of MLA 

will show whether the children understand writing as communicating or recording 

knowledge or conceive of writing as depicting their thoughts.  

The present study aims to access children’s thinking about language and sociocognitive 

studies suggested the use of a modified verbal protocol (Castelló Badia, 2000; Pittard & 

Martlew, 2000). Castelló Badia (2000) prompted future researchers to develop valid ways 

of complementing interview or questionnaire data so the role MLA plays in text 

production may be discerned. The present study develops a complementary method by 

exploring a modification of verbal protocol data as well as interviews. Pittard and Martlew 

(2000) also collected verbal protocols from five undergraduate writers who were engaged 

in authentic writing tasks and they suggested that the verbal protocol is a type of interview 

without the interviewer: the protocols become a kind of talking to oneself. However, 

research has shown that verbal protocols can be of limited use in research on children: the 

children only verbalise the words they are writing (McCutchen, 1988). This consideration 

also influences the prompted verbal protocol employed in the present study. 

Verbal protocols show details of the important problem-solving decisions writers make to 

create meanings and illuminate the confluence of problem solving and MLA. This is social 

as well as cognitive. Pittard and Martlew (2000) presented the results from a verbal 

protocol, preparatory notes and draft text of one writer, Stephen. Writing about fitness, 

Stephen made problem-solving writing decisions that were inseparable from social roles, 

relationships, identities and practices within his context. MLA was the active problem 

solving which occurred in a social situation and constituted the management of a particular 

task.  

The imagined figure of the reader is an important influence on problem solving for young 

writers. The writing decisions which Stephen made were closely related to his notion of his 

identity and his potential relationship with his readers. The choices he was making were 

inseparable from his connection with people in his community. Therefore, a purely 
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cognitive view of MLA in writing was insufficient and the social aspect of MLA in writing 

was considered (Pittard & Martlew, 2000). The conceptualisation of a writer’s MLA 

focused on social problem solving around the negotiation of identity is influential in this 

study. Children create identities in their writing in contexts which are abstract and complex 

(Haas Dyson, 2009; Kostouli, 2009). Contextualised “Experience is remembered, 

imagined, abstracted, metaphorised and mythologised” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 29) and 

felt emotionally. 

Children can reflect on verbal activities and talk about writing without using 

metalanguage. Camps et al. (2000) analysed the MLA of secondary students as they wrote 

compositions collaboratively by analysing their verbal interactions. Whereas the 

participants in the present study are aged 7 to 11 years, their sample was six groups of two 

or three secondary students. There were two groups per school. They were creating an 

argumentative text. Six students were randomly selected for transcription. The 

conversations between the students became a type of verbal protocol. The analyses showed 

that even the secondary students did not use specific metalinguistic terminology. They 

used everyday language to discuss the structure of the argument in their texts. According 

to Karmiloff-Smith (1986), children use linguistic items reflecting unconscious linguistic 

reorganisations into a system before they can describe linguistic structures, which is one 

explanation of an absence of metalanguage. If this investigation uncovers metalinguistic 

talk without metalanguage, it will offer a dimension to understanding the nature of 

children’s MLA in relation to writing.  

Camps et al. (2000) found that the MLA which occurred was related to the teaching, the 

task and the rhetorical situation proposed. The reformulations the students made were to 

make the text fit the situation in which it was read. In this study, as children verbalise 

thinking about language for the researcher, this may prompt MLA which would not occur 

if the students were on their own. The analysis will include sensitivity to the influence of 

the researcher. 

Writers distance themselves from their writing to employ MLA. Dolz and Erard’s (2000) 

study contributed to the present study the conceptualisation that metaverbal distanciation 

from wording (Halliday 1985/2014) is part of children’s MLA. Dolz and Erard (2000) 

investigated the metaverbal activities which occurred in teaching a detective novel, a 

public debate and an interview. They theorised that metaverbal activities may be necessary 
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to reflect on verbal activities and produce written texts. The sample was two groups of 11- 

and 12-year-olds. They found that the metaverbal activities helped the learners to master 

the written task. The metaverbal activities were necessary to teachers who were trying to 

guide the learners: teachers created metaverbal activities as experts, in the expert novice 

dyad. They introduced metalinguistic terminology. The teachers provided help to the 

learners engaged in verbal activities so the learners become aware of the metaverbal. 

Learners communicating with each other in a collaborative task talked about the verbal 

activity they were constructing, in this case a detective novel ending, and their talk showed 

their understanding of the task and the problems they were solving. The metaverbal 

activities facilitated the students’ ability to monitor the genre they were creating. 

Metaverbal activities were essential to reflection on the written and spoken tasks because 

the learners distanciated themselves from the verbal activities, including the teachers’ 

interventions, so they could reflect upon them. Rijlaarsdam and Couzijn (2000) also found 

that distanciation was important to MLA when writing. The concept of metaverbal 

distanciation influences the present study theoretically, especially the analysis of children’s 

attention to the importance of words. Theoretically, vocabulary can be precise, complex, 

academic or emotive. The children will consider words to be part of the speech chain or, at 

a more sophisticated level, they will deliberately try to access the mental lexicon to make 

choices (Gombert, 1992) 

In Allal’s (2000) study, students focused MLA on levels of language including words. 

Metacognition in writing was investigated from a situated cognition perspective. The 

method was an exploratory case study with four sixth-grade female students. Student 

writers produced successive versions of their texts and from their text transformations, 

inferences about their metacognitive regulation were made. The results showed that most 

of the optional transformations affected “all four levels of language” (p. 156) which were 

words, groups, sentences and texts. The levels of language were the foci of the children’s 

MLA. Allal’s study is an example of the use of levels of language as an analytical 

construct. This construct is reframed in the analysis in this study as aspects of language, as 

previously explained, to gesture towards language organised as a complex system network 

(Halliday, 1985/2014) and the “compositional hierarchy” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 21) of 

writing synthesised with the compositional hierarchies of sound and grammar (Halliday, 

1985/2014). Aspects of language will contribute to explaining the foci and the nature of 

children’s MLA. 
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In Allal’s (2000) study, four types of transformation: addition, deletion, substitution, and 

rearrangement were used. High-achieving students carried out more transformations; they 

were more focused on the organisation of their texts and they preferred more complex 

types of transformation such as substitution or rearrangement. Allal inferred that mastery 

of basic skills influenced the students’ ability to transform their texts in the three 

operations: metacognitive regulation; anticipation of transformations; and monitoring and 

adjustment of texts. The research contributes to the present study a description of the types 

of transformation to which students may attend. It contributes the notion that higher 

achieving writers may make more complex transformations. Since it was an exploratory 

case study, Allal’s sample was small. The larger sample in the present study may show 

more variability in the transformations low-achieving writers make. Research has shown 

that attention to higher level thinking develops lower level skills (Arrimada et al., 2019; 

Malpique et al., 2017). Low-achieving writers may still attempt higher order 

transformations.  

Allal’s (2000) notion that mastery of basic language skills allows more metacognitive 

activity has been contradicted by recent research which showed that teaching revision 

strategies which require metacognition led to improvements in handwriting, a basic skill 

(Malpique et al., 2017). Thus, Malpique et al. (2017) answered the question, “how far does 

the teaching of higher order writing skills, such as writing processes, promote students’ 

development of lower order processes, such as handwriting automaticity?” (p. 1807). In a 

separate study, teaching writing skills which required more abstract thinking reduced 

cognitive load and increased the students’ motivation and text quality because they were 

still focusing on social communication (Arrimada et al., 2019). The data in the present 

study are designed to reveal the foci of children’s MLA and whether there are 

interindividual differences in patterns of attention which show focus on basic transcription 

skills such as spelling at the expense of high-level written communication skills. 

Sociocognitive teaching was not effective in developing students’ understanding of 

revision. In a second study, Allal (2000) investigated the difference between two teaching 

methods, a sociocognitive method and traditional component skills method “focused on . . . 

vocabulary development, sentence construction, grammar, spelling, punctuation” (p. 156). 

The central question was to discover whether the teaching affected the students’ revision 

strategies. The sociocognitive skills were taught in the context of writing for 

communication. The sample was 135 students in eight sixth-grade classes. Four classes 
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followed the integrated sociocognitive approach to writing and four the componential skills 

approach (Allal, 2000). The sociocognitive approach delivered tuition in eight writing 

activities, each including two basic skills. Scaffolding of students’ writing at each stage of 

text production consisted of student teacher dialogues, peer interactions and use of revision 

tools such as spelling lists. At the end of the school year, the students wrote a narrative text 

with initial drafts and revised published copies. The study focused on the transformations 

students made when revising their texts. The findings were that the sociocognitive 

approach did not influence the students’ understanding of the revision stage of writing. It 

affected the selection of the parts of the text to change and students focused on spelling, 

text organisation and comprehension features. Allal found more evidence of metacognitive 

regulation in the first study data contrasting notes with drafts than in study two in which the 

focus was revision of a draft and concluded that students use different metacognitive 

strategies in different phases of the writing process. Allal’s study exemplified the concept 

that there are a variety of metacognitive and metalinguistic strategies that children choose 

at different times as they produce a text. Allal’s participants engaged in writing as a 

socially communicative act and employed MLA; their lack of understanding of revision 

reflects the research that showed that children have difficulty with revision (McCutchen, 

1996). The present study analysis considers how children attend to revision as part of 

MLA. 

Collaboration encourages metacognitive activity and talk about writing affects MLA and 

writing achievement. Allal’s (2000) third study focused on students’ collaborative writing 

to investigate these notions. She investigated whether the positive effects of collaboration 

continued when students wrote alone. The participants undertook two sequences of 

narrative writing, one collaborative and one individual. The sample was 15 pairs and 15 

individuals from three, sixth-grade classes. Allal found that there were different patterns of 

peer interactions and differences in the way they revised texts. Some interactions resulted 

in fewer transformations. Some pairs discussed their work at length and made a larger 

number of text transformations. Discussions about spelling showed metalinguistic 

knowledge and the expression of different viewpoints, discussed at length, enabled each 

student to use metacognitive strategies. Allal’s study exemplified individual differences in 

metalinguistic activity which suggest that MLA develops.  

Continuing the themes of collaboration and distanciation, students who played different 

collaborative roles: writer, reader, commentator, and instructor in Rijlaarsdam and 
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Couzijn’s (2000) experimental writing curriculum showed that “nearly all the students 

developed an awareness of good texts, models of good texts and learned to apply this 

knowledge in the (re)writing tasks of the [experimental] curriculum” (p. 201). Readers 

experienced and responded to the meanings created by the texts but commentators applied 

the criteria for good texts which were taught in the curriculum. They were somewhat 

distanciated from the communication as an observer of it. Importantly, students who 

observed writing performed better than those who wrote and may have gathered more 

abstract knowledge about writing. Distanciation is important to MLA.  

Each child is on an individual pathway to developing MLA and MLA centrally involves 

the development of agency and control of language (Clay, 1991; Myhill, 2009). 

Rijlaarsdam and Couzijn (2000) found that “35% of students stated that they learned that 

such a theory [of written communication] is multi-interpretable” (p. 201). There are 

“different [valid] solutions for the same communicative task” (p. 202). The authors 

concluded that “learning to write implies that students have to develop solutions for . . . 

[communicative] problems themselves” (p. 202). Conceptualisation of the individuality 

which characterises students’ development of MLA is influential on the present study. 

The sociocognitive studies offer conceptualisations of the nature of MLA to this study. 

Children employ MLA strategies in response to appropriately difficult tasks. Young 

writers may not understand that writing transforms knowledge. Think-aloud protocols 

reveal writers’ decision making in relation to social context and MLA is responsive to the 

influence of the writers’ social milieu. Considerations of genre are not always expressed. 

Writers express MLA without using metalanguage. Metaverbal distanciation is important 

to good writing. Focus on basic skills may preclude attention to higher order MLA. 

Collaboration develops MLA. The development of MLA is individualised. 

3.4.9 Metalinguistic awareness from a linguistic perspective. 

A further body of research is of theoretical and methodological importance to the present 

study. Investigating MLA from a linguistic perspective, informed by Halliday’s (2004) 

functional grammar, Myhill and colleagues (for example, Myhill et al., 2016; Myhill, 

Lines, & Jones, 2020) inquired into MLA and children and adolescents’ writing. The 

research offers exemplar qualitative interview and writing conversation methodologies. It 

offers a methodological example of relating MLA to writing achievement. The findings 

illuminated the findings in this study. The studies link social, linguistic and 
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psycholinguistic theories of MLA and the interdisciplinary framing of the inquiries 

influences the present study theoretically. MLA is presented as a multifaceted concept; 

descriptions of the way MLA relates to writing achievement draws on a synthesis of 

different paradigms. Myhill and Jones (2015) reconceptualised MLA; their theoretical 

definition of MLA is extended in this study.  

I review studies which focus on MLA and writing. (Selected studies on the teaching of 

English grammar were reviewed previously.) I am selective, stating the conclusions and 

ideas which are important to the investigation in the present study. The work is unified by 

a focus on Halliday’s (2004) notions of functional grammar as a resource for making 

meaning and MLA as consciousness of grammatical concepts, which the researchers relate 

to Vygotsky’s (1986) notions of children’s acquisition of scientific concepts (Chen & 

Myhill, 2016). The studies reported on interventions in which grammar was taught in 

context and on their effects on children’s writing achievement. Some studies focused on 

young children but much of the work focused on adolescents because, as Myhill (2009) 

argued, there was a dearth of work on MLA and on linguistic development at that age 

level. The methods encompassed a large, randomised control trial and qualitative and 

quantitative research on various samples in British and Australian schools.  

The researchers drew on cognitive writing theory, sociocultural and psychological 

perspectives to arrive at a definition of MLA (cited previously) which informs the 

conceptualisation of MLA in this study. The definition shows eclectic disciplinarity but 

more accurately reflects what children think about language when they write, than 

definitions of MLA which preceded it: “the explicit bringing into consciousness of an 

attention to language as an artifact and the conscious monitoring and manipulation of 

language to create desired meanings grounded in socially shared understandings” (Myhill, 

2012, p. 250). The notion of language as “an object in its own right . . . as artefact” 

(Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 3) is solidifying and loses something of the ephemerality of how 

language means in relation to context which itself may be ephemeral. However, the 

definition encompasses social, linguistic and cognitive aspects of MLA and is used and 

extended in this study to a consideration of MLA as strategic (Clay, 1991).  

Myhill’s (2009) work on “Becoming a designer” (p. 402) presented trajectories of 

linguistic and metalinguistic development which she discovered in secondary students’ 

writing. Her study is of theoretical and methodological relevance to the present study. The 
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sample was Year 8 (aged 12–13) and Year 10 (aged 14–15) students in six schools in the 

south-west of England. The study focused on detailed linguistic analysis of two writing 

samples which were graded good, average, and weak. There were three linguistic 

developmental trajectories (mentioned previously): from speech to writing patterns; from 

declaration to elaboration and from translation to transformation. Myhill (2009) found that 

development was more evident in the differences between good, average, and weak writers 

than across age levels. Poorer writers wrote sentence by sentence whereas good writers 

were more conscious of shaping their texts rhetorically, thinking about the reader. They 

focused on offering the reader appropriate amounts of detail and on giving the reader the 

right information and ideas. Good writers used more Graeco Latinate vocabulary, words 

which are more typical of academic subject matter (Nagy et al., 2012; Newton, 1997). The 

conclusion was that good writers are designers, conscious of making appropriate linguistic 

and rhetorical choices (Myhill, 2009). The findings and conclusions of Myhill’s (2009) 

study, described in this paragraph, make a theoretical contribution to this study. They offer 

an account of linguistic development according to writing ability rather than age. The 

findings show a multifaceted image of a good writer. MLA is likely to develop along the 

trajectories described. Myhill’s (2009) study offers a methodological example of 

conceptualising metalinguistic and linguistic development related to writing achievement. 

Whilst Myhill’s (2009) study focused on adolescents’ writing, the patterns of development 

illuminate a study of MLA and writing in middle childhood.  

Myhill (2012) employed Gombert’s (1992) categories of metalinguistic development in a 

study of adolescents’ writing. “The Ordeal of Deliberate Choice” (Myhill, 2012, p. 247) 

was an investigation of metalinguistic development in 32 classes of 12- and 13-year-olds. 

It was a mixed methods design in which pre- and postwriting tests determined the effect of 

a teaching intervention “which investigated whether contextualized teaching of grammar 

in writing lessons improved students’ writing and metalinguistic understanding” (Myhill, 

2012, p. 253). There was a positive effect size of 1.53 for the intervention showing 

improvement in writing attainment. Teachers and students completed interviews and 

metalinguistic data resulted from qualitative analysis of the student interviews. The study 

exemplified the use of interviews to reveal metalinguistic thinking. 

The prefix meta can be applied to different aspects of language. Gombert’s (1992) theory 

of MLA and his categories (described in section 2.1): metasemantic, metaphonological, 

metasyntactic, metatextual, and metapragmatic were the basis of Myhill’s (2012) analysis. 
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Although Myhill noted that Gombert’s (1992) categories related to oral language, she 

found that the categories were applicable to writing. Myhill’s (2012) study exemplified the 

use of Gombert’s (1992) categories to analyse metalinguistic data related to writing. 

Gombert (1992) described traditional grammar and there may be dissonances with the 

functional view of language in use. However, Gombert’s (1992) meta-analysis of 

metalinguistic development is still one of the most influential and comprehensive accounts 

available (Myhill, 2012). Myhill’s (2012) methodological example is followed in this 

study. 

Development was evidenced by differences in children’s attention to the categories. The 

students in Myhill’s (2012) study showed some confusion with metasyntactic awareness. 

Metapragmatic awareness, awareness of the needs of a reader, permeated all aspects of 

awareness and the students carefully considered notions of audience, writing purpose and 

writing design choices (Myhill, 2012). MLA constituted making choices and reviewing 

texts as they wrote “as a monitoring and regulatory function” (p. 266). It was evident that 

the students thought and talked about their texts metalinguistically without using 

metalanguage. The findings offer an example of a description of development of MLA 

according to Gombert’s (1992) categories which can be used to consider the results in the 

present study. The students’ verbalised reflection on their texts without metalanguage is 

salient for considering MLA in this study. 

The notion that writing is both social and cognitive emerges, which echoes the situated 

cognition research cited earlier. Myhill (2012) emphasised the important shaping function 

on young writers’ MLA of social discourses (the writing classroom) “with complex 

decision-making and design choices, rooted in socially determined understandings of texts 

and audiences” (p. 267). Written texts are constructed from a repertoire of texts and the 

writer carefully considers participants in a “context of situation” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 

28). The results theorise the nature of adolescents’ MLA as responsive to context. The 

influence of context is a consideration relevant to children’s MLA. 

The cognitive problem solving and decision making of writers is reflected in Myhill’s 

(2012) reference to Coleridge (1817), who said of poetry “every line, every phrase, may 

pass the ordeal of deliberation and deliberate choice” (Chapter 22). A poet might be more 

intensely focused on the potential of words to create meanings than young writers in a 

classroom; however, Myhill’s (2012) students also described choosing certain words to 
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evoke feelings in their readers. They wanted their readers to feel as if they were in the 

story. They tried to choose words which created pictures in their readers’ minds or were 

imaginative and interesting. They thought that writing showed what characters in the story 

were actually seeing. They referred to reading the stories in their minds in order to make 

judgements about what they would write. Myhill’s (2012) findings indicate the theoretical 

importance of words and mental representations to a consideration of children’s MLA 

related to writing. 

Continuing the theme of decision making and choice as an important part of writing, 

children’s metalinguistic conversations are important to developing writing (Myhill et al., 

2016). Chen and Myhill (2016) linked the children’s acquisition of conscious awareness of 

grammatical concepts, which they employ in their writing, to Vygotsky’s (1986) notion of the 

acquisition of scientific concepts. Spontaneous concepts are formed through interactions 

with others during children’s activity in the world around them (Vygotsky, 1986). Scientific 

concepts, however, are abstracted and become part of a system, “In the acquisition of 

scientific concepts, the system must be built simultaneously with their development. The 

concept of system organization thus becomes a crucial one” (p. 197). Vygotsky’s notion of 

a conceptual system links with Halliday’s conceptualisation of language as a complex system 

network. Children who express MLA have developed some understanding of the systemic 

organisation of abstract linguistic concepts (Chen & Jones, 2012; Chen & Myhill, 2016; 

Halliday, 1985/2014; Vygotsky, 1986). Children’s ability to conceptualise language as an 

abstraction influences notions of MLA development in this study. 

Metatalk develops writerly decision making. Chen and Myhill (2016) linked Vygotsky’s 

(1986) notion of talk creating knowledge dialogically and creating knowledge in the mind 

with Bialystok’s (2001) notions that MLA comprises the cognitive skills: analysis and 

control of attention. Through talk, children focus on language. Gombert’s (1992) notions 

of declarative and procedural metalinguistic knowledge were linked with Vygotsky (1986) 

and Bialystok’s (2001) notions. Talk expresses declarative knowledge, which is conscious 

and verbalisable and procedural knowledge which is implicit and is expressed through use. 

Chen and Myhill (2016) found that genuine dialogic talk helped students to make decisions 

about their writing and that these decisions were represented through metatalk. Their study 

exemplified the synthesis of the three theorists Vygotsky (1986), Bialystok (2001) and 

Gombert (1992) to elucidate children’s metalinguistic decision making. The role of 

metatalk in expressing declarative and procedural knowledge is notable for this study.  
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Writing conversations develop metatalk. Myhill et al.’s (2016) study of developing writing 

conversations showed that encouraging metalinguistic talk about writing could limit or 

develop metalinguistic thinking depending on how the talk was managed in the classroom. 

The authors argued that talk makes metalinguistic choices available for reflection. 

Newman and Watson (2020) analysed the metatalk of Year 6 students during 17 writing 

lessons and their teachers’ orchestration of the metatalk. Metatalk about text is complex 

and supports MLA in writing but the authors argue that this is dependent on how teachers 

orchestrate the metatalk in their lessons so the students can make connections and develop 

metalinguistic understanding. Teachers facilitate dialogic discourse about choices and 

decisions children make as they write and shape children’s metalinguistic thinking about 

their writing (Myhill & Newman, 2016). The theoretical notion that talk enables children 

to reflect on metalinguistic choices contributes to the methodology and analysis in this 

study.  

Young children can express MLA through talk. Calil and Myhill (2020) analysed the 

dialogue between two 6-year-old writers as they composed a narrative and found that 

although the children focused on graphic or spatial issues, other categories of MLA were 

evident in their talk. The qualitative analysis of “dyadic dialogue” (Calil & Myhill, 2020, 

p. 14) allowed the authors to access the children’s metalinguistic thinking. The 

exemplification of the way talk allows the researcher to find out how children think about 

language as they write influenced the design of prompted think alouds and semistructured 

interviews as instruments to collect qualitative data in this study.  

Metalinguistic talk focuses on the reader. Myhill, Lines, and Jones (2020) investigated the 

figure of the implied reader in the metalinguistic thinking of primary and secondary 

children. They focused on a pedagogy which linked writing and reading and on grammar 

as a meaning making resource (Halliday, 1985/2014). They found that children were very 

focused on the meanings or topics about which they were writing. Langer (1986) also said 

that children’s main concern was with the meanings they were creating. Myhill, Lines, and 

Jones (2020) analysed the children’s writing conversations and interviews qualitatively. 

Whilst they found that some students faced challenges in verbalising metalinguistic 

understanding, the results showed the children’s emerging ideas about implied readers. 

The children conceived that writing could create an emotional response in the reader. They 

wanted the reader to feel a part of the experience. The students also wanted to interest the 

reader and hook the reader into reading the text. The research pointed to the importance of 
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the imagined figure of the reader in shaping MLA. It exemplified the writing conversation 

methodology: researchers asked questions which elicited the students’ metalinguistic 

understanding about their authorial choices. The notion that the children may find 

verbalising metalinguistic understanding difficult is important to consider in relation to the 

method and analysis in the present study. Myhill, Lines and Jones’s (2020) students’ focus 

on meaning is salient for this study. 

3.4.10 The development of metalinguistic awareness. 

This section draws together notions of development mentioned in previous sections. Children 

are likely to develop metalinguistically, alongside their linguistic development. Young writers 

develop linguistically (Derewianka, 1998; Myhill, 2008, 2009). Although syntactic complexity 

increased with age, teenage writers also developed linguistically according to writing ability 

(Myhill, 2009). Myhill (2009) posited developmental trajectories for teenage writers from 

speech patterns to writing patterns; declaration to elaboration and translation to transformation. 

Bereiter and Scardamalia (1982) found that novice writers principally employ a knowledge 

telling strategy whereas the writing of more proficient writers is knowledge transforming. 

Gombert (1992) theorised two developmental levels in the five metalinguistic 

subprocesses: metapragmatic and metatextual awareness develop after metaphonological, 

metasyntactic and metasemantic awareness. In each of these domains it is the “criterion of 

the reflective and intentional character of metalinguistic behaviour” (Gombert, 1992, p. 

10) which comprises MLA. Myhill’s (2012) developmental findings differed from 

Gombert’s (1992). She agreed that metatextual understanding developed later than 

metasemantic/metalexical awareness but she found that metasyntactic understanding was 

“fragile” (p. 264). Metapragmatic awareness was evident in many students’ comments. 

Conceivably, the development of children’s MLA will reflect some of these conceptualisations 

of development.  

3.5 The Research Questions 

The extant research paints a picture of MLA as a multifaceted construct. The research 

framed the research questions for the present study.  

The writing research implicated MLA but did not set out to describe MLA or investigate 

its importance as a construct. A study describing a conceptualisation of MLA expressed by 

children, as they verbalise their thinking as they write, and its relationship to writing 
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achievement would add to the literature. Such a study would show that MLA underpins the 

connections between cognitive and linguistic concepts and writing achievement.  

Implicit language learning interacts with the developing MLA needed for achievement in 

writing. The psycholinguistic MLA research describes children learning and reorganising 

language unconsciously before verbalised MLA becomes possible as an end point in the 

process (Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986). The early childhood MLA research 

described MLA as developing interactively with early language learning (Gleitman et al., 

1972; Smith & Tager-Flusberg, 1982). The bilingual research described implicit and 

explicit language learning as dynamically interactive (Ellis, 2005). The research suggested 

that there is a space for an inquiry into the nature of children’s MLA related to writing in 

which the interaction between implicit language knowledge and MLA expressed explicitly 

as children write may figure.  

Bialystok (2001) theorised MLA as comprised of the cognitive skills of control of 

attention and analysis. MLA is employed on a continuum rather than in a binary opposition 

MLA or not MLA. The cognitive skills and the continuum contribute to questions about 

the nature of children’s MLA and the way children’s MLA develops.  

The sociocognitive MLA research emphasises the importance of context to every cognitive 

act, especially writing. Context is intrinsic to the theory of language on which the thesis is 

based (Derewianka, 1998; Droga & Humphrey, 2003; Halliday, 1985/2014). The 

sociocognitive MLA research contributes to a question about the nature of children’s MLA 

as it responds to sociocultural influences.  

The research which showed that contextualised, functional grammar teaching improved 

writing indicates that explicit knowledge of grammatical items is part of MLA. This 

suggests a space in the literature for investigating whether children’s verbalisations of 

awareness of grammar as they write are part of the nature of their MLA in New Zealand. 

The research into the importance of metalinguistic talk to forming metalinguistic concepts 

and linking them with a system points to the importance of talk to developing MLA. A 

question about the nature of children’s MLA encapsulates the role of talk.  

Trajectories of linguistic development have been described (Christie & Derewianka, 

2008). Children’s development of MLA of oral language has been elucidated (Gombert, 

1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986). “Very little is known about how children develop 

metalinguistic understanding about writing” (Newman & Watson, 2020, p. 1). MLA is 
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likely to develop in relation to writing achievement. The research which shows linguistic 

and adolescent metalinguistic development frames a question about how younger 

children’s MLA related to writing develops. 

The extant research shows that development may not be linear “moving forward on some 

kind of imaginary pathway to literacy . . . [rather it may be] manoeuvring with more 

control, more flexibility on expanding textual landscapes of diverse voices” (Haas Dyson, 

2009, p. 235). Conceivably, children’s developing MLA will express increasing analysis 

and control of attention (Bialystok, 2001) to language as a social semiotic in context 

(Halliday, 1985/2014), in order to communicate ideas. Haas Dyson’s (2009) account of 

development related to Clay’s (1975) finding that young children learning to write do not 

progress through levels of language in a sequence and her finding that children learning to 

read develop networks of strategies for working on text (Clay, 1991). These notions of 

development encompass an inquiry into the theory of metalinguistic development which 

the present study supports. 

The nature of the relationship between children’s MLA and their writing performance and the 

evidence of metalinguistic development in relation to children’s writing achievement are the 

foci of this study.  

The research questions are: 

What is the nature of the relationship between children’s metalinguistic awareness and 

their writing performance in middle childhood?  

Can interindividual differences in types of metalinguistic awareness related to children’s 

writing performance in middle childhood be described, which indicate that children’s 

MLA develops alongside their writing development?  

What theory of metalinguistic development related to children’s writing performance in 

middle childhood can be supported? 
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4 Method 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I detail the methodology and the processes of sampling, data collection and 

analysis. I situate the ontological and epistemological position of the thesis. This study was 

a two-phase explanatory, sequential mixed methods (MM) study (Creswell, 2014): there 

was a first quantitative phase, called the e-asTTle and MLA phase, which was followed by 

a second qualitative phase, called the verbalisation and interview phase. The MM 

approach was appropriate to the present study, given the pragmatic problem, the 

underachievement of children in writing, detailed subsequently. The study is explanatory 

sequential because the second phase was designed to explore and explain the first phase 

results. The first phase was designed to measure the writing and metalinguistic attainment 

of a sample (N=85) of children in Years 3 to 6 of primary school and through correlation 

to discover whether there was a relationship between MLA and writing. Qualitative data 

from verbalisations (modified think alouds) and interviews of a smaller subsample were 

explored to explain the nature of children’s MLA related to their writing and the 

development of MLA. 

The analytical focus of Phase 1 was statistical correlation of a writing and a metalinguistic 

test. The analytical foci of Phase 2 were the nature of MLA exhibited and its development, 

in relation to both writing performance and metalinguistic attainment score. Quotations 

from the children’s writing were introduced to support points that were made from the 

verbalisations and interviews; the written text produced was not the focus of rigorous 

analysis because the children’s MLA may not be exhibited in the written texts. 

4.2 A Pragmatic Real-World Problem 

This study was undertaken in response to an issue with children’s writing which arose in a 

New Zealand, multiethnic South Auckland primary school: 29% of the children in Years 1 

to 6 were not reaching the then extant New Zealand national curriculum standards in 

writing. This figure was similar to the data for Auckland in 2015, where 28.7% of children 

were achieving below or well below New Zealand national curriculum standards 

(figure.nz, 2015). The national figure was 35% (https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz). 

This MM study, therefore, originated with a pragmatic educational issue and sought 

information which might contribute to addressing that problem (Creswell, 2014).  
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MLA is theorised as important if not essential to writing achievement and theory suggested 

that there was a relationship between the two (Gombert, 1992; Myhill & Jones, 2015; 

Vygotsky, 1986). Most of the research in writing classrooms in New Zealand has focused 

on teacher’s practice rather than on aspects of students’ development. There have been a 

number of studies of teachers’ practice, when teaching writing (Gadd, 2014; Gadd & Parr, 

2017; Jesson, 2010; Jesson & Cockle, 2016; Parr & Jesson, 2016). One such study 

investigated effective teachers’ practices through analysis of lesson observations and 

teacher interviews (Gadd & Parr, 2017). One study explored the “landscape of writing 

instruction” (Parr & Jesson, 2016, p. 981) through a statistical analysis of survey results. 

Jesson’s (2010) intervention was a quasiexperimental study which examined the effect of a 

professional development to raise students’ achievement across writing purposes. The 

studies, focused on teachers, highlight a possible area where data are lacking in the 

literature for examining students’ MLA as they write. Rather than focus on teaching 

practice, the present study focused on what child writers say they are thinking as they 

write. Whilst Clay (1991) included commentary on emergent writers’ metalinguistic 

development in her study of early reading, and noted that writing was complementary to 

reading, as did Gombert (1992), no study has investigated children’s developing MLA, as 

writers, in the middle and later primary years in New Zealand. The present study is 

designed to provide data regarding the nature of children’s MLA related to writing and the 

way MLA develops. This study may enable teachers to prompt the MLA of low-achieving 

writers to improve their writing performance.  

4.3 Ontology and Epistemology 

Writing and learning to write are complex cognitive and metalinguistic tasks which are 

also inherently social. This study employed MM to gain richer understanding of the 

complexities of writing behaviour and drew on information from quantitative and 

qualitative data. Whilst quantitative and qualitative research imply two different, 

putatively incommensurable philosophical paradigms, as Greene and Hall (2010) noted, 

the terms quantitative and qualitative primarily refer to the type of data collected 

(Creswell, 2014). The MM researcher, however, must acknowledge the paradigms 

connoted by the types of data collected; quantitative implying a postpositivist paradigm 

and qualitative, constructivist.  

One reason for mixing methods was to continue the dialectical engagement between 

qualitative and quantitative ways of seeing, in order to investigate dissonances, surprises 
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and paradoxes to illuminate the phenomena under investigation (Creswell, 2014; Greene & 

Hall, 2010; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Differences in the philosophies underpinning 

quantitative, qualitative and MM research: postpositivism, constructivism and pragmatism, 

are potentially illuminating and facilitate learning from difference, to create new syntheses. 

Just as interdisciplinary learning helps us to understand our world, interrelationship of 

differing philosophies may also assist our understanding, in the context of this study, of 

children learning to write (Johnson & Gray, 2010). In MM research: 

We agree with [qualitative researchers] . . . that our thoughts and experiences and 

feelings and emotions are real. We agree with sociologists and anthropologists that 

languages, institutions, and cultures are real. We agree with [quantitative 

researchers] . . . that there are objective realities that can impact us. In short, we 

embrace subjective reality (e.g., individual, personal, experiential), intersubjective 

reality (e.g., social structures, languages, institutions, nonmaterial cultures), and 

objective reality (i.e., material/physical things, physical/causal processes). (Johnson 

& Gray, 2010, p. 72) 

In the context of the present study of MLA related to writing achievement, these realities 

were represented objectively in the written artefacts produced by the children and the sonic 

existence of the audio and video recorded verbalisations and interviews. However, at all 

levels, the artefacts were subjectively analysed by the researcher and so acknowledging the 

subjectivity of the researcher is important in the research process. 

The etic, numerical, quantitative data collected drew on postpositivist notions of the 

objectivity and measurability of reality. Those were mixed with constructivist analysis of 

the emic, particularised qualitative data so that differing ways of observing, interpreting 

and knowing about the phenomena of children writing might provide rich insights. The 

numerical test data were collected to describe the sample, to enable profile groups to be 

selected and to investigate a possible relationship between one measure of writing and one 

measure of MLA, whilst the more detailed and particular (Johnson & Gray, 2010) 

qualitative, verbalisation and interview (textual) data were collected and analysed to 

provide more nuanced and subtle findings of differences between types of MLA related to 

writing achievement. There was also a subtly transformative agenda to listen to children, 

rather than merely observe and measure them, thus creating a dialogic space in which 

pupils could verbalise the aspects of language to which they were attending as they wrote 

(Chen & Myhill, 2016).  
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There are two ways of viewing mixing methods (Greene & Hall, 2010). Firstly, the 

collection of data according to different paradigms might dialectically engage each 

philosophical stance to introduce dissonance and difference which might prove 

enlightening. Secondly, the MM researcher might take a pragmatic approach which seeks 

information by all methods to solve a pragmatic problem. The pragmatic inquirer wants 

solutions which might then be related to practice.  

Since the present study sought understanding of the complex phenomena of MLA in 

young children and its relation to writing performance, the dialectical approach was 

incorporated to “generate deep, insightful, comprehensive understandings—woven from 

an integration of the various methods used and data sets collected” (Greene & Hall, 2010, 

p. 139). However, pragmatism as represented in the work of Dewey (1919/2015) and 

interpreted more recently by Biesta (2010), Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004), Maxwell 

and Mittapalli (2010) and Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) was also important to this study.  

This study incorporated an anti philosophy derived from interaction of the different MM 

research traditions termed “dialectical pragmatism” (Johnson & Gray, 2010, p. 70). Whilst 

pragmatism might be deemed anti philosophical because it focuses on “interactions 

between humans and their environment (both natural and social)” (Beista & Burbules, 

2003, as cited in Greene & Hall, 2010, p. 132) rather than epistemological issues, 

nevertheless pragmatism advances its own epistemological stance that knowledge acquired 

and refined is a result of experiences consisting of both individual and social responses to 

the environment (Greene & Hall, 2010; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Whilst purist, 

postpositivist and constructivist researchers might be caught in the dualism between 

subjective and objective, pragmatism offered to this study a new perspective: 

intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivity requires living, acting together in our world and sharing 

responsibility (Greene & Hall, 2010). In the context of this inquiry into writing, the 

children and researcher engaged in different ways of acting, cooperated and developed 

mutual understandings (Greene & Hall, 2010). Within the dialectic of MM research, 

notions of pragmatism: transactional realism, intersubjectivity, warranted assertions and 

transferability were operant. MM in the research engaged the multiple perspectives 

dialectically to create knowledge about children’s MLA and their writing performance, to 

investigate the notion that there may be a relationship between writing achievement scores 

and MLA scores in the quantitative phase of this study and to answer the research 

questions.  



73 

Both the dialectical interaction between the information provided by quantitative and 

qualitative data and the ontologies and epistemologies implied, and the pragmatic 

approach to MM aimed for knowledge which had the status of “warranted assertions” 

(Greene & Hall, 2010, p. 133). Such assertions were verified by critical reflection and 

checking. Rather than generalisability or the relativism of constructed knowledge, 

dialectical pragmatism (Johnson & Gray, 2010) in the research aimed for transferability. 

The knowledge constructed was embedded in context and warranted assertions must be 

reevaluated when the context changes. This means that the knowledge outcomes of the 

present study will be valuable and may apply to other comparable settings but changes in 

context may affect its application. No claim is made for generalisability of results. 

4.4 The Research Design 

The design was an explanatory sequential MM design. Each phase of the design is 

described in detail in subsequent sections.  

The first quantitative (e-asTTle and MLA) phase, with a larger sample of 85 children, 

measured the children’s independent attainment in writing and related this to a measure of 

their MLA. It was designed primarily to describe the writing and metalinguistic ability of 

the sample, to enable writing and MLA profile groups to be formed for the second 

qualitative phase of the research and to investigate the relationship between measures of 

writing achievement and MLA. The theory suggested there would be a relationship 

between MLA and writing because writing is always, in some sense, metalinguistic 

(Gombert, 1992; Myhill & Jones, 2015). Gombert (1992) and Myhill and Jones (2015) 

explored different paradigms; each paradigm contributes important conceptualisations of 

MLA and they are linked in extant research (Chen & Myhill, 2016; Myhill, 2012; Myhill, 

Newman, & Watson, 2020).  

In the e-asTTle and MLA phase of the research: it was hypothesised (Creswell, 2014) that 

the children’s MLA, as measured by the letter condition of the Controlled Oral Word 

Association Test (COWAT) (Strauss et al., 2006), might be related to the children’s 

writing achievement, as measured by the Electronic Assessment Tools for Teaching and 

Learning (e-asTTle): writing test (e-asTTle: writing [revised]) (Ministry of Education & 

NZCER, 2012a) and this was tested. (The tests are fully explained and their use is justified 

in section 4.6.) 
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In the second phase, verbalisation and interview, a smaller sample (n=32 but one child was 

absent for data collection) was purposively chosen from the initial sample, based on the 

measures of writing and MLA. The writing and MLA behaviour of the subsample was then 

studied in detail, to answer the research questions and, through verbalisations (modified 

think alouds) and interviews, to supply more subtle, qualitative, textual information about 

the relationship between writing attainment and MLA (the word text refers to both oral and 

written texts; Halliday, 1985/2014).  

The research questions for the second verbalisation and interview phase were: What is the 

nature of the relationship between children’s MLA and their writing performance in 

middle childhood? Can interindividual differences in types of MLA related to children’s 

writing performance in middle childhood be described, which indicate that children’s 

MLA develops alongside their writing development? What theory of metalinguistic 

development related to children’s writing performance in middle childhood can be 

supported?  

Whilst the study started with a quantitative phase, the more important phase of the research 

was the qualitative analysis. The collection of numerical data from the e-asTTle: writing 

(revised) and metalinguistic tests and the resulting correlation only revealed the likely 

strength of a relationship between the two. The nuanced detail required to create a picture 

of children’s developing MLA and its relationship to writing achievement was uncovered 

by the qualitative analysis.  

Moreover, there was a transformative element in the research design. In metalinguistic 

research children have been often the objects of experimentation (for example, many of the 

studies meta-analysed by Gombert, 1992). In contrast, the qualitative section of this study 

invited children to verbalise their thinking about the aspects of language to which they 

attended while writing; thus the children were able to offer their point of view, say and on 

occasion, explain what they were thinking about writing.  

4.5 The Participants 

4.5.1 The e-asTTle and MLA sample 

The sample of children was a cross-sectional sample from an urban, central Auckland, 

Roman Catholic primary school in New Zealand. The children were in Years 3 to 6 of their 

schooling, aged 7 to 11 years. The school was a Decile 8 school. Deciles indicate the 

socioeconomic status of the catchment area of the school, 1 being the lowest and 10 being 
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the highest (Ministry of Education, 2020). The school was purposively chosen because it 

was of a relatively high decile so poverty would not be an important influence on the 

children’s achievement and the focus could be on their writing and MLA performance. 

This choice was made to exclude the effect of the underachievement of “children in poor 

schools . . . serving communities with limited access to the resources of mainstream 

communities” (Phillips, McNaughton, & Macdonald, 2004, p. 309). The school was 

purposively chosen because of its multiethnic nature. Children of Māori and Pasifika 

ethnicities, often associated with underachievement in New Zealand (Phillips et al., 2004), 

were included in this study. 

In the same year as data were collected, the research school participated in a whole school, 

writing professional development which aimed to develop teachers’ knowledge of: 

children’s development as writers; the writing process; linking reading, writing and oral 

language; approaches to teaching writing; genres; effective planning and assessment; 

classroom organisation and management; and motivating and engaging students. The 

professional development aimed to develop consistency in writing teaching across the 

school (Gadd, 2015). The professional development in writing undertaken could be seen as 

indicative of the research school’s commitment to effective writing pedagogy (Gadd & 

Parr, 2017). 

In this study, all children in the four different year levels of the sample, were invited to 

participate in the study and the exact nature of the study was explained to them. All 

children who chose to participate were accepted. However, it seems likely that children 

who really struggled with writing, especially in the younger year levels, may not have 

chosen to participate. Ethnicity was obtained from the school’s enrolment data. 

Information about children who spoke a first language other than English at home (14%, 

11 out of N=78. N is explained subsequently: seven children were absent for the MLA test 

data collection) was collected from teachers.  

It was not possible to balance the genders in the sample exactly because all children who 

volunteered and obtained consent were able to participate; there were 12 more girls than 

boys.  
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Table 2 

Number of Participants by Gender and Year Level: e-asTTle and MLA Sample 

Gender of the e-asTTle and MLA sample 

Year 

Number of participants 

Male Female Total 

3 6 8 14 

4 10 14 24 

5 7 12 19 

6 10 11 21 

Total 33 45 78 

Whilst the majority of the children identified as “New Zealanders” (but may have had 

another hereditary ethnicity at home), 14 of the school’s other ethnic identities were 

represented: Māori, Fijian, Tongan, Samoan, Chinese, Filipino, Polish, African, Indian, 

Irish, Dutch, Japanese, Sri Lankan and one child was identified in the school’s records as 

“Latin.”  

Seven children from the e-asTTle sample completed writing tests but were absent for the 

MLA tests and their cases were omitted from the data. The cases were missing completely 

at random: children were absent because of illness or family circumstances, according to 

their teachers’ reports, and the absences were few (8%, 7 out of 85). Therefore, complete 

case deletion seemed to be the best way to avoid bias (Pepinsky, 2018).  

4.5.2 The verbalisation and interview sample. 

The children, from Years 3 to 6 in the e-asTTle and MLA sample were tested on two 

quantitative measures, one of writing and one of MLA; 85 children completed the e-

asTTle: writing (revised) test 78 children completed the MLA test (the tests are described 

in detail in section 4.6). Then a subset of this sample was purposively selected, based on 

the marks the children attained in the writing and MLA measures. The children were 

chosen according to their scores in four quadrants of achievement: high writing, high MLA 

(HWHM); high writing, low MLA (HWLM); low writing, high MLA (LWHM); low 

writing, low MLA (LWLM). The e-asTTle writing scores were ranked and then high or 

low writing matched with high- or low-MLA scores formed the quadrants. The smaller 

sample, n=31 children, was gender balanced as far as possible, but the marks of the 

children in the tests in establishing the quadrants of achievement were considered more 
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important (Table 3). Ethnicity was not a criterion for choosing the children but the 

participants reflected the ethnic diversity of the e-asTTle and MLA sample and included 

those who identified as Māori, New Zealand, Filipino, Samoan, Fijian, Tongan, Chinese, 

Polish, Dutch, Indian and Latin.  

Table 3 

Gender by Year Level: Verbalisation and Interview Sample 

Gender of the verbalisation and interview sample 

Year 

Numbers of participants 

Female Male Total 

3 4 3 7 

4 4 4 8 

5 4 4 8 

6 3 5 8 

Total 16 16 31 

The groups with low scores in writing and/or MLA included more ethnicities. Table 3 

shows that the highest scoring students in writing and MLA in each year level identified as 

New Zealanders with one exception who identified as Dutch. The ethnicities evident in the 

high-writing, low-MLA groups were Samoan, Filipino and New Zealand. The low-writing, 

high-MLA group included Tongan, Indian, Māori, Filipino, Chinese, Fijian and New 

Zealand children. The lowest writing and MLA groups included Latin, New Zealand, 

Polish and Tongan children. Two high-writing low-MLA children (Years 5 and 6), one 

low-writing, high-MLA (Year 5) and two low-writing, low-MLA (Year 4) children were 

speakers of another first language than English. There was a greater variety of ethnicities 

in the lower writing groups and some may have faced challenges with the English 

language.  
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Table 4 

Gender and Ethnicity by Year Level and Profile Group: Verbalisation and Interview 

Sample 

 Gender and ethnicity according to writing and MLA profile group 

Year Profile group Male Female Ethnicity 

6 High writing high metalinguistic 0 2 New Zealand, New Zealand 

6 High writing low metalinguistic 1 1 Samoan, Filipino 

6 Low writing high metalinguistic 2 0 Tongan, New Zealand 

6 Low writing low metalinguistic 2 0 Latino, New Zealand 

5 High writing high metalinguistic 1 1 New Zealand, Dutch 

5 High writing low metalinguistic 0 2 New Zealand, Samoan 

5 Low writing high metalinguistic 1 1 Indian, Māori 

5 Low writing low metalinguistic 2 0 New Zealand, New Zealand 

4 High writing high metalinguistic 0 2 New Zealand, New Zealand 

4 High writing low metalinguistic 1 1 New Zealand, New Zealand 

4 Low writing high metalinguistic 1 1 Filipino, Chinese 

4 Low writing low metalinguistic 2 0 Polish, Tongan 

3 High writing high metalinguistic 0 2 New Zealand, New Zealand 

3 High writing low metalinguistic 1 1 Filipino, Samoan 

3 Low writing high metalinguistic 1 0 Fijian 

3 Low writing low metalinguistic 1 1 Tongan, New Zealand 

 Total 16 15  

One child selected for the verbalisation and interview sample was absent on data collection 

day and I was unable to collect data from this child.  

4.6 The e-asTTle and MLA Phase of the Research: Instruments 

Each child sat an e-asTTle: writing (revised) test and a COWAT (Strauss et al., 2006), a 

measure of MLA.  

4.6.1 The e-asTTle: writing test. 

The purpose of this section is to present details of the New Zealand e-asTTle: writing 

(revised) test. This introduction will explain how high-achieving writing is classified in the 

present study. All the children who agreed to participate in the study (N=85) completed the 
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e-asTTle: writing (revised) test. The e-asTTle: writing (revised) test is widely used to 

measure progress in writing in New Zealand. It is linked to the Literacy Learning 

Progressions (Ministry of Education, 2010) and the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of 

Education, 2014) expectations. 

E-asTTle: writing has been through several iterations as a writing assessment tool. The 

version used in this study was e-asTTle: writing (revised) which was current at the data 

collection date. It is an online assessment tool designed to assess students’ progress in 

writing from Years 1–10. The tool assesses students’ ability to write continuous text 

independently across a variety of communicative purposes which are to: describe, explain, 

recount, narrate and persuade. E-asTTle: writing (revised) assesses general writing 

competence and does not assess writing in curriculum learning areas which might require 

specific content knowledge or discipline specific writing. The five purposes were chosen 

because children commonly write employing these purposes in different school subjects 

(Ministry of Education, 2012).  

Children write texts to answer writing prompts which have been reviewed by experts and 

extensively piloted and trialled (Ministry of Education, 2012). The trial sample in 

developing prompts was a stratified, two-stage random sample of school students from 

Years 1 to 10. Three socioeconomic (decile) groups were included: low decile (1, 2, 3), 

medium decile (4, 5, 6) and high decile (8, 9, 10). There were 4,755 students from 160 

schools and 21 writing prompts for the five purposes were trialled (Ministry of Education, 

2012). In response to the trial prompts, students from different backgrounds generated 

continuous texts and they were able to interpret them showing the prompt could be relied 

on to elicit responses from students.  

Markers assess the writing against descriptive rubrics containing seven marking criteria 

(Ministry of Education, 2012) which are: ideas; structure and language; organisation; 

vocabulary; sentence structure; punctuation and spelling. The criteria increase in stages of 

sophistication and complexity. Notes and exemplars support the rubric. The rubric has 

been extensively trialled and refined and produced valid and reliable scores of the 5,000 

trial writing samples (Ministry of Education, 2012). Marking generates a rubric score. The 

rubric score is converted into an e-asTTle writing scale units (aWs) score according to the 

multifacet Rasch measurement model, which transforms ordinal measures into lineal 

measures. It assumes unidimensionality, local independence and logistic item response 
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function. It takes into account prompt difficulty. The e-asTTle: writing (revised) test can 

be relied upon to provide assessments of students’ writing which are as accurate as 

possible in the New Zealand context. 

Use of e-asTTle: writing (revised) enables comparison with the achievement of the 

normative sample of almost 100,000 students (Ministry of Education, 2012). The use of e-

asTTle: writing (revised) in the present study cannot be aligned with preexisting 

standardised measures of writing success because asTTle: writing (Ministry of Education, 

2000) was the first such measure to be used in New Zealand. It is the first national measure 

with normative data, widely used and revised over time. 

The classification of achievement levels of writing including high-achieving writing in the 

present study is based on the exhaustive testing and established validity and reliability of 

the e-asTTle: writing (revised) tool. Students completed a written response to an e-asTTle: 

writing (revised) recount prompt (detailed in section 4.7). This was marked according to 

the e-asTTle: writing (revised) rubric criteria and converted to aWs scores. Students were 

then grouped into high-achieving and low-achieving writing groups according to their aWs 

scores (The process is explained in section 4.5). The scores are based on the finely grained 

analysis of the language features of the children’s performance in writing in the e-asTTle: 

writing (revised) rubric. 

4.6.2 The Verbal Fluency test. 

The COWAT (Strauss et al., 2006) was carried out after the e-asTTle: writing (revised) 

test. The test, in its oral form, is a standard test of linguistic and metalinguistic ability 

(Bialystok, Peets, & Moreno, 2014). It evaluates language proficiency. The choice of the 

COWAT built on the work of Bialystok et al. (2014). The researchers used the verbal 

fluency test, as one of several measures, to assess the MLA of children in a bilingual 

immersion programme, to see if emerging bilinguals developed MLA because of increased 

bilingual experience. In this study, the test provides a measure of MLA to relate to the e-

asTTle: writing (revised) measure to form profile groups for Phase 2 of this study and to 

test the strength of a possible relationship.  

There are several standardised forms of the test (for example, the Delis–Kaplan Executive 

Function System; Delis & Fine, 2018) and the form used in this study, the COWAT 

(Strauss et al., 2006). There are two conditions: a category condition in which the children 

name as many items in one category as they can in 60 seconds, for example animals, and a 
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letter condition, also known as the FAS test (Strauss et al., 2006), which requires children 

to choose words according to the beginning letters F, A and S, in 60 seconds for each 

letter.  

The two conditions, category fluency and letter fluency, placed different demands on the 

children. Representations in semantic memory are normally structured according to 

category or semantic field (Aitchison, 2012), for example: animals are normally associated 

with each other. Good performance on the category condition indicates multiple 

vocabulary for that category and ability to access those lexical items quickly (Delis et al., 

2018, as cited in Bialystok et al., 2014).  

The letter fluency condition differs from the normal organisation of words in the mind 

because words sharing a first letter are not thought to be organised in the mental lexicon in 

a network. The children have to use more effort to monitor, attend to and select words to 

fit the initial letter condition. The children have to access episodic verbal memory. They 

have to retrieve words actively. They have to search semantic memory extensively, which 

requires effort. The children have to self-monitor to avoid errors. They have to suppress 

some responses and generate cues to access new items (Strauss et al., 2006). Therefore, 

there is an increased requirement for the child to monitor and control their choices. 

Performance on the letter fluency task assesses knowledge of lexemes and executive 

control, and it is therefore, a metalinguistic task (Bialystok et al., 2014). The FAS test does 

not measure all the MLA required for writing but researchers and psychologists believe the 

test measures the executive control aspect of MLA, which is intrinsic to writing ability 

(Drijbooms et al., 2015; Strauss et al., 2006). 

4.7 The E-asTTle and MLA Phase of the Research: Procedures 

4.7.1 The e-asTTle: writing testing procedures. 

The researcher visited each class and administered the e-asTTle: writing (revised) test. The 

children who participated completed a piece of writing answering the e-asTTle: writing 

(revised) prompt: “Whānau1 and family time. Think of a time when you did something 

special with your whanau or family. Write to recount that time” (Ministry of Education, 

2012). The prompt was chosen because the children’s school was family and community 

centric and it seemed that all the children would be able to think of an instance about 

which to write. The genre, recount, is taught from Year 1 in New Zealand schools and it 

 
1 Extended family 



82 

was chosen because it seemed likely that all the children would have had prior experience 

in writing a recount.  

The process of administering the test was the same for each class and followed the e-

asTTle: writing (revised) administration guidelines (Ministry of Education, 2012). The 

children were each given a copy of the prompt and a picture showing an adult and a child 

walking together. They spent several minutes filling in a sheet of identifying information: 

name, class, age and school. Then the researcher read the prompt with the children and 

reworded or clarified the prompt. There followed 5 minutes discussing the prompt with the 

children and this time was used to ensure that the children understood what was expected, 

to help them to begin to think of their own ideas and to ensure they understood terms like 

whanau or special. The children were told: 

You now have 40 minutes to plan and write about this prompt in your writing 

booklet. If you finish early, please go back and check your writing. It is OK to edit 

as you go along or at the end, or both. You might like to use the blank page at the 

front of your booklet to plan. (Ministry of Education, 2012) 

Writing samples were planned, written and edited independently by the students so the 

score awarded was evidence of the students’ independent level of achievement in writing.  

The writing was marked by the researcher according to seven predetermined e-asTTle: 

writing (revised) marking criteria: ideas; structure and language; organisation; vocabulary; 

sentence structure; punctuation; spelling (Ministry of Education, 2012). A numerical grade 

was given for each criterion. The raw scores were input into the e-asTTle: writing (revised) 

programme, a Ministry of Education (2012) managed programme, and an overall score, 

adjusted for the topic and genre was computed by the programme “based on an extension 

of the widely used Rasch measurement model” (p. 27). It generated a four-digit numerical 

result which could be correlated through statistical analysis with the numerical result of the 

metalinguistic test. E-asTTle: writing (revised) results could be compared to New Zealand 

national e-asTTle: writing norms (Ministry of Education, 2012) to situate the sample in 

relation to the norms.  

4.7.2 The Verbal Fluency test procedures. 

The researcher administered the tasks individually to children in a separate room in the 

participating school. The category test was administered first. The children stated as many 
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animals as they could in 60 seconds. Animals named were checked and counted by the 

researcher.  

Second, the children completed the letter condition test. The children stated as many words 

beginning with F A and S as they could in 60 seconds per letter. The children’s answers 

were recorded in writing by the researcher and audio recorded. Numbers of items were 

counted and checked according to the word acceptability criteria. Proper names, numbers 

and the same words which were morphologically different were allowed because the task 

might have proved too hard for the participants if those restrictions were in place 

(Bialystok et al., 2014).  

4.7.3 Reliability of the test results. 

4.7.3.1 The reliability of e-asTTle: Writing (revised) scores. The reliability of the 

e-asTTle: writing (revised) testing tool was established by the Facets software, which 

produces reliability indices for each of the facets included in the statistical model used to 

provide the reference information needed by the e-asTTle tool (Ministry of Education, 

2012). “The student reliability index was 0.96. The prompt and marker reliabilities were 

both 0.99 and the element reliability was 1.00” (Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 30). These 

indices were acceptable being close to one (Ministry of Education, 2012). As detailed in 

section 4.7.1, the e-asTTle: writing (revised) test was norm referenced on a large, stratified 

sample of children in Years 1 to 10 of their schooling in New Zealand of 4,755 students 

from 160 schools encompassing all 10 deciles (Ministry of Education, 2012). The e-

asTTle: writing (revised) marking rubric focuses on seven elements of writing: ideas; 

structure and language; organisation; vocabulary; sentence structure; punctuation and 

spelling. It gives very specific information about each element. The rubric can be used to 

mark the different purposes for writing expressed by the test prompts (Ministry of 

Education, 2012). It has been exhaustively tested for accuracy through piloting and 

moderated marking of the referencing sample. It is linked to age and New Zealand 

Curriculum levels. E-asTTle: writing (revised) has also been tested for validity and 

internal consistency. Writing experts and experts in creating tests evaluated the prompts 

and marking rubrics. The consistent increased achievement from one year to the next and 

“the appropriately ordered locations of elements and thresholds on the scale” (Ministry of 

Education, 2012, p. 30) were considered evidence of validity. E-asTTle writing (revised) is 

regarded as a valid and reliable tool in New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2012).  
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The e-asTTle: writing (revised) tests in the present study were marked by the researcher. 

Ten per cent were checked for consistency of marking by the researcher by remarking the 

tests once details of the original marking decisions were forgotten. The researcher has a 

master’s degree in English language and literature and a postgraduate qualification in 

English language teaching. Therefore, she has expertise in the linguistic analysis of texts. 

She is an experienced primary teacher who used e-asTTle: writing frequently. Intra-rater 

reliability seemed sufficient because there was only one marker, the researcher. There 

were 97% (101 out of 104) marks were the same for the criteria. The number of scripts 

checked was 14%, 12 out of 85 and only three criteria required changes of one mark, one 

in each of three scripts. 

4.7.3.2 Reliability of the Controlled Oral Word Association Test.  The reliability 

of the COWAT was ascertained by rigorous norm referenced testing in Australia. The 

normative Fluency – FAS data were provided by Anderson et al. (1997, as cited in Strauss 

et al., 2006, p. 512). These norms were “well described and contemporary” (Strauss et al., 

2006, p. 512). The sample size was approximately 50 participants in age groups from 7 to 

15 years, approximately 450 in total. There were approximately half male and half female 

participants in each age group. They attended primary and secondary schools in 

Melbourne, Australia and school selection was based on including a wide range of 

socioeconomic groups. All children spoke English as their first language (Strauss et al., 

2006). Some students in this study spoke English as an additional language and this may 

affect the comparability between this study’s verbal fluency data and the normative data. 

Bilinguals are held to have a metalinguistic advantage in the executive control tested by 

the FAS test so it may mean that the scores of children in this study trend towards being 

higher than the normative data (Bialystok et al., 2014). 

Tombaugh et al. (1999, as cited in Strauss et al., 2006, p. 514) assessed internal reliability 

for the COWAT letter condition: F, A and S with coefficient alpha and it was high, r = .83. 

It was computed “using the total number of words generated for each letter as individual 

items” (Strauss et al., p. 514). Test–retest correlations with short and long intervals were 

high, usually above .70. Alternate form reliability given to children found “few differences 

between the forms” (Strauss et al., 2006, p. 516). 

Cohen and Stanzak (2000), Lacy et al. (1996) and Troyer (2000), as cited in Strauss et al. 

(2006, p. 517) showed the validity of the test by correlations between different sets of 
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letters for the phonemic fluency task, FAS or CFL. These correlations were high, ranging 

from .85 to .94. “The two sets of letters are roughly comparable across groups” (Strauss et 

al., 2006, p. 517).  

Strauss et al. (2006) stated that semantic fluency, the category condition, employs 

“automatic activation” (p. 517) which requires little attention. However, previous 

responses are suppressed, and repetitions monitored, which requires attention resources. 

The letter fluency test requires participants to retrieve items actively which demands 

attention. The test seems to require “an effortful and extensive search of semantic 

memory” (p. 518). There may be individual differences related to “mental speed” (p. 518). 

Bialystok et al. (2014) echoed these views and saw the letter fluency test as a 

metalinguistic test. 

During data collection in this study, the words the children said were written down or 

marked correct by the researcher and checked against audio-recordings. (Sometimes a tick 

had to be used because of the speed at which the children uttered the words.) The COWAT 

is not amenable to the influence of the researcher, since it is a straightforward measure of 

word knowledge and choices, which are counted (Strauss et al., 2006). 

4.8 The Verbalisation and Interview Phase of the Research Design 

The second phase of the study was designed to listen to the children’s perspective to find 

out what they said about their MLA as they were writing. The two methods chosen to 

collect qualitative data were verbalisations and semistructured interviews.  

4.8.1 Semistructured interviews. 

Researchers have found interviewing children about language to be revealing. Myhill 

(2012) used interviews with students of differing abilities, with success, to gather 

metalinguistic data related to writing achievement. Chen and Myhill (2016) successfully 

held writing conversation interviews with children about their writing and achieved 

insightful results regarding the interaction of MLA and writing achievement. Whilst 

interviews could not show all the MLA which children might employ while writing, they 

seemed to be a successful way to access some of the children’s thinking about language as 

they wrote. Articulations of thinking about language during the interviews were construed 

as MLA (Gombert, 1992). The children’s expressions of MLA may show the aspect of 

language to which the children attend.  
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The questions about writing in the interviews in this study were designed to be open 

ended, so the children’s independent focus on language could be ascertained. The 

researcher then probed answers to get a fuller understanding of the children’s thinking 

(Chen & Myhill, 2016). The metalanguage questions asked about the children’s knowledge 

of very simple, limited metalanguage which they might be expected to know based on 

items listed in e-asTTle: writing (revised), the Literacy Learning Progressions (Ministry of 

Education, 2010) and the English Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2014).  

4.8.2 Verbalisations. 

Utilising verbalisations in research with children was risky. McCutchen (1988) commented 

that children’s verbal protocols often consist of saying the words they are writing out loud. 

However, she acknowledged that the observations on their writing that they do make can 

be illuminating and show, for example, the novice writer knowledge telling (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, 1982).  

Research into whether think alouds impair thinking has shown that there is little reactivity 

from think alouds. Yang, Zhang, and Parr (2020) found that the reactivity (effect on 

thinking) of think alouds was small although it may be affected by individual differences. 

Think alouds engaged in by adult, English as a second language, sophomore, university 

students while writing a composition in English affected the writers’ thinking about words 

(lexical diversity) and their textual organisation. The processing load relating to working 

memory capacity seemed to be the most important factor affecting the reactivity of think 

alouds in adult students.  

An explanation of the verbalisation (modified think aloud) procedure in this study is 

necessary. The second phase of the research was initially designed as classical think alouds 

followed by semistructured interviews. The think alouds were piloted with four students at 

Years 4 and 6, from a different school from the research school. They were rated as 

average achieving writers by their teachers. (The Year 4s were achieving at New Zealand 

Curriculum Level 2 and the Year 6, Level 3, which was considered average achievement 

(Ministry of Education, 2014) The children were able to carry out the think aloud and 

produce data which revealed observations of writing behaviour. The children were also 

capable of writing and revising with different coloured pens so their revisions were visible.  

However, once data collection commenced, it very quickly became evident that even high-

achieving children might not say anything at all. So, a decision was made to prompt the 
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children to say what they were thinking by saying: “Tell me what you are thinking” or 

“What are you thinking now?” This method of prompted think aloud called “think aloud 

interviews” (Reinhart et al., 2019, p. 1) has been used by Reinhart et al. (2019) and Adams 

and Wieman (2011) as a valid way of investigating students’ expert thinking in subject 

areas. On occasion, I briefly asked the children to say for the tape why they did something, 

for example, a correction. Ericsson and Simon (1998) warned that asking students for 

explanations alters their thinking and improves it. However, the purpose of this study was 

to uncover children’s ability in metalinguistic thinking while they wrote so even prompted 

MLA seemed a valid way of accessing this thinking. Verbalisation of thought about 

language was construed as MLA (Gombert, 1992) and the prompts may have elicited 

metalinguistic thinking but the children could not verbalise it if they were not capable of 

the MLA. Previous think aloud research has noted that, while thinking aloud, participants 

engage in a kind of interview without the interviewer (Pittard & Martlew, 2000). 

Conversations between two participants as they wrote compositions collaboratively were 

seen as a type of protocol (Camps et al., 2000). Beck (2019) utilised think alouds as part of 

assessment and dialogic development of students’ writing processes. This study offered the 

variation on the think aloud as a successful and innovative way of eliciting verbalised 

metalinguistic thinking from children. This procedure is referred to henceforth as the 

verbalisation and the referent is the variation on the think aloud described. Whilst the 

verbalisation was a departure from the traditional think-aloud protocol, it accorded with 

the notion that the children and researcher engaged in different ways of acting, cooperated 

and developed mutual understandings to reveal answers to the research questions (Adams 

& Wieman, 2011; Greene & Hall, 2010; Reinhart et al., 2019).  

4.8.3 Differences between verbalisation and interview thinking. 

The thinking prompted in verbalisations, which is thinking about writing in process, differs 

from the thinking elicited in interviews, which is reflective. However, the prompted 

verbalisation which has been described as a think-aloud interview (Reinhart et al., 2019) 

brought the thinking elicited by the two methods a little bit closer.  

Interviews prompt reflective, retrospective thinking about writing and the children’s 

thoughts while they write. Asking students about their thinking during interviews prompts 

and improves their thinking (Ericsson & Simon, 1998). The interview questions may 

introduce metalanguage or bring it to the forefront of students’ thinking. Probing questions 

are designed to elicit more profound and detailed thinking about language than think 
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alouds. The questions may have an incidental coaching effect thus prompting students to 

notice language and writing as artefacts more than they would by themselves.  

4.8.4 Verbalisation and interview procedures. 

4.8.4.1  Verbalisation. In order to carry out the verbalisation in this study, the 

children worked individually with the researcher in a room in the research school and their 

verbalisations were video and audio-taped. The same e-asTTle: writing prompt was used 

and the task was introduced in the same way as the e-asTTle and MLA phase writing test 

except that the children were instructed to create a shorter piece of writing, a paragraph, on 

their chosen topic and they were given 15 minutes to plan, write and revise a paragraph. 

The precise topic for each piece of writing within the scope of the prompt was chosen by 

each child. They were asked to write in blue pen. The children were asked to make 

revisions of their writing in red pen. Their revision behaviour was also videotaped and 

recorded as a verbalisation. Some of the children had to be reminded to think aloud with 

prompts such as, “Tell me what you are thinking” or “What are you thinking now” or 

“Why did you do that”. The verbalisation enabled children and researcher to develop 

intersubjectivity: a shared picture of the children’s thought while writing (Greene & Hall, 

2010). The children in this study were lightly trained in the verbalisation technique. The 

researcher explained and discussed the verbalisation technique briefly and they were given 

the opportunity to ask questions before they commenced writing. Time constraints on the 

amount of time the children could be out of class meant that thorough training and practice 

in the verbalisation technique could not be given. The children verbalised what they were 

thinking before and during writing.  

4.8.4.2  Interviews. When they concluded the verbalisation, the children took part 

in a semistructured interview about their writing. The interviews probed observed 

metalinguistic activity in the verbalisation and the writing sample (for example: red pen 

revisions). The questions for each child were the same but they were open ended and 

constructed in such a way that they were based on the child’s writing (Appendix 1). The 

researcher asked further probing questions to achieve more elaborated responses. The 

premise was that if the child could verbalise metalinguistic understanding, their utterances 

were showing MLA even though that MLA might be subtly prompted (Gombert, 1992). 

The researcher videotaped and audio recorded the children’s interviews. The researcher 

transcribed all the verbalisations and interviews. 
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The research process was a form of social engagement for the children. They expressed 

their commitment to being participants in the research because they thought that their 

writing and verbalisation of their thinking might make a contribution to helping other 

children learn to write. The children also engaged in a brief but amicable relationship with 

the researcher in which they willingly talked about their interests and experiences. Whilst 

the children were withdrawn from class and worked one to one with the researcher, the 

research was carried out in their Auckland primary school, which broadly was a 

naturalistic setting for them, since teaching and learning in New Zealand schools often 

allows for the withdrawal of children from class in one-to-one engagement with a teacher.  

4.9 Ethical Considerations 

The present study was approved by the University of Auckland’s Human Participants 

Ethics Committee (Appendix 2). The ethical consideration that was raised concerned 

whether children with special needs would be able to participate in the study. Children 

with special needs would have been identified by their teachers. It was decided that all 

children who agreed to participate could complete the first phase of the study but children 

with special needs would not be chosen for the second phase.  

The name of the school was kept confidential. The children were given pseudonyms to 

protect their identities. The children’s scores on the tests were kept confidential to the 

researcher. 

Care was taken to ensure that the children benefitted from participating in the research. 

The experience of writing for the e-asTTle: writing (revised) test benefitted the children as 

a practice for sitting a school e-asTTle: writing (revised) test. The children benefitted from 

working one to one with a professional teacher who was taking a keen interest in their 

writing as they wrote paragraphs.  

4.10 Data Analysis: e-asTTle and MLA Phase 

4.10.1 Introduction. 

The MM utilised in the present study drew on the philosophical, ontological and 

epistemological traditions which underpinned the collection of both qualitative and 

quantitative data (Biesta, 2010; Greene & Hall, 2010; Johnson & Gray, 2010; Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004) and engaged them dialectically with each other to provide new 

insights. The aim, therefore, was to achieve carefully checked warranted assertions about 

the interpretations of reality which were reached. One way of warranting the assertions in 
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the quantitative data first phase of the present study was to use measures which had been 

assiduously tested on very large samples and were norm referenced (as described in 

section 4.8.3).  

4.10.2 E-asTTle: Writing. 

The e-asTTle: writing (revised) results provided descriptive statistics: mean, median and 

standard deviation. Four profile groups for the second phase of the study were chosen 

according to the way high- or low-scoring e-asTTle: writing (revised) marks matched with 

high- or low-scoring COWAT marks as described in section 4.6.2. 

4.10.3 The Controlled Oral Word Association Test. 

The COWAT results were analysed to provide descriptive statistics: mean, median and 

standard deviation. Children were chosen in four profile groups for the second phase of 

this study according to the way high- or low-COWAT scores matched with high- or low-e-

asTTle: writing scores. 

4.10.4 Comparison between present study e-asTTle writing and COWAT tests and 

normative data. 

The achievement of the e-asTTle and MLA sample relative to the normative data for the e-

asTTle: writing and COWAT letter condition metalinguistic tests is described in the 

quantitative results, Chapter 4, of this thesis, to show the performance of the children in 

the present study sample relative to the norms. This is to support the idea that comparisons 

between qualitative types of MLA and the high or low writing, and MLA achievement of 

the profile groups in the verbalisation and interview sample, derived from the quantitative 

phase of the current study, might be made. The outcomes of comparisons of the 

performance of the present study participants’ performance to that of the normative data 

suggest the extent to which inferences made from the results might be transferable to 

similar settings in New Zealand. Comparisons to the normative data contribute to 

warranting the assertions made from the qualitative phase of the research.  

4.10.5 Correlation of the e-asTTle: writing and COWAT scores. 

Researchers have suggested that writing is a metalinguistic action (Myhill & Jones, 2015; 

Tolchinsky, 2000). A hypothesis was formed, that there might be a relationship between 

writing achievement and MLA. It was tested by Pearson product-moment correlation. The 

correlation tested the strength of the relationship between the children’s controlled word-

choice scores in the COWAT letter condition FAS test and the e-asTTle: writing (revised) 
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scores. The correlation indicated whether there was a statistically significant relationship 

between the scores of the two tests. In order to discover whether a relationship between the 

e-asTTle: writing and MLA marks existed within year levels, Spearman’s Rho correlation 

was carried out. The correlation tested whether a statistically significant relationship 

existed and tested the strength of the relationship. Spearman’s Rho nonparametric 

correlation was used because the within year level sample sizes were small: Year 3 n=14; 

Year 4 n=24; Year 5 n=19; Year 6 n=21. 

4.11 Data Analysis: Verbalisations and Interview Phase 

The qualitative textual data were gathered to engage dialectically with the results provided 

by the quantitative numerical data. This meant invoking constructivist traditions of data 

interpretation. The knowledge derived from the research is constructed by the researcher. 

All sources of information are explored to answer the research question. The similarities 

and dissonances between the numerical data analysis and the constructivist textual data 

analysis provide insights into the phenomena of children’s MLA and its potential 

relationship to writing achievement.  

The qualitative data were transcribed into transcripts of verbalisations and interviews 

which lay alongside the children’s writing samples. The unit of measurement was word 

groups or clauses (Droga & Humphrey, 2003) mentioning a type of MLA. These might be 

conceived as utterances and the type of MLA coded was the utterance meaning (Richards, 

Platt, & Weber, 1992): according to Bakhtin (1986), the utterance and not the sentence is 

the true unit of meaning. Henceforth they will be referred to as mentions. Mentions were 

categorised and separated from each other with a line.  

The categories employed to analyse the data were Gombert’s (1992): metasemantic, 

metalexical, metapragmatic, metaphonological, metasyntactic, and metatextual types of 

MLA. Whilst Gombert’s (1992) categories referred primarily to oral language (there was a 

short discussion of MLA and writing) the verbalisation and interview data in this study 

implied that they might usefully apply to analyses of writing behaviour. Moreover, the 

categories were used by Myhill (2012) and she found that they were pertinent to a study of 

writing. Each of the categories revealed the thinking about language the children were 

doing. For example: most children were thinking metapragmatically about their readers but 

metasyntactic understanding was insecure (Myhill, 2012). Subcategories which applied 

directly to writing within the overarching psycholinguistic description of the categories 
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were arrived at inductively from the data in the present study. One further small but 

important category was also suggested by the data in this study and given the name 

metaemotive (attention to the emotions of the writer and the emotive effects of language; it 

is described in section 4.11.1.3).  

None of Gombert’s (1992) categories were mutually exclusive, but they were an 

illuminating way of eliciting from the data, those things that the children attended to most 

as they wrote, at any given moment in time. Metasemantic, metalexical and metaemotive 

awareness were conceptually quite close; judgements were made that the children’s word 

groups and clauses mentioning MLA seemed to focus most clearly on the type of MLA 

code selected.  

Bialystok (2001) considered MLA to be on a continuum of less to more rather than in a 

binary opposition, MLA and not MLA. Some of the types of MLA showed less explicit 

attention to language and were interactive with the fluent expression of the child’s implicit 

knowledge of language. Some types of MLA showed the child thinking in a more 

sophisticated and abstract way about language. Those types of MLA which did not 

separate language from its referents objectified language less and were therefore 

considered less metalinguistic than those in which the children specifically referred to the 

language. The notion of the continuum allows all types of MLA to be included. 

4.11.1 Main categories and subcategories. 

Each main category is described in this section. The subcategories are listed here and 

elaborated upon in the Results sections of the thesis. 

4.11.1.1 Metasemantic awareness. Metasemantic awareness (MSA) was the 

child’s ability to separate text and referent (Gombert, 1992), “to recognize the language 

system as a conventional and arbitrary code and the ability to manipulate words or more 

extensive signifying elements, without the signified correspondents being automatically 

affected by this” (Gombert, 1992, p. 63). For example, a child stated that she elaborated 

upon ideas by considering just the right amount of detail a reader needed to imagine her 

reality, before adding detail (Participant 25, 2015). She considered the linguistic 

representation. Table 5 contains further examples.  

The subcategories for coding MSA were extrapolated from the data in the present study. 

These extended Gombert’s (1992) notion inductively, to encompass the children’s 

attention to the meanings they wished to convey in the story and their self-awareness of 
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how they chose these meanings and put them into words (Cruse, 1986). Table 5 shows the 

MSA subcategories. 

Table 5 

Subcategories in Metasemantic Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description Example 

Stream of consciousness 

monologue. 

The children rehearsed 

various ideas for inclusion 

in their text.  

My dad brought me there 

and it was my very first 

time playing hockey 

because I had no 

experience with it until 

Mr Brian came in to our 

school and taught us all 

about hockey  

Inclusion of ideas.  The children talked about 

how they chose ideas for 

inclusion in their story. 

Because going to the 

wedding was very special 

to me because it was my 

uncle’s  

Reviewing and checking 

ideas. 

The children talked about 

their criteria for reviewing 

their writing and their 

mental representations 

while they were reviewing 

and checking the writing.  

I was going back to my 

writing to see what I had 

written in case it sounded 

that I was saying the 

same thing repetitively  

Awareness of a mental 

representation before writing. 

The children described 

awareness of a mental 

representation before 

writing.  

I thought about the time 

when I did it the time 

when I got compliments 

people started running on 

towards me and 

complimenting me . . . 

and I imaged that  

Adding detail. The children referred to 

adding detail.  

I could improve it by 

saying maybe doing a bit 

more detail  

The writer’s relation to the 

text. 

The children talked about 

the writer’s relation to the 

text. 

I wrote this because I 

hockey I started to be 

quite really quite serious 

about hockey . . . and I 

said what I felt like and 

my point of view 

The representation of natural 

time. 

The participants talked 

about the relationship 

between their text and 

natural time passing in the 

experience they were 

recounting. 

I am thinking about when 

the wedding is finished 
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4.11.1.2 Metalexical awareness. Gombert (1992) linked metasemantic and 

metalexical awareness (MLXA) in one chapter, suggesting that he saw them as 

conceptually linked; however, they were separated into different sections. MLXA was “the 

word on one hand, and more extensive linguistic elements on the other” (Gombert, 1992, 

p. 63). In the present study, MLXA has a separate main category because of the repeated 

attention children paid to words in the data. In Gombert’s (1992) schema, from which the 

main categories are drawn, MLXA was the children’s ability to recognise a concept for a 

word. It was their ability to “isolate the word and identify it as being an element of the 

lexicon” (p. 63) and the ability deliberately to try to access the mental lexicon to choose 

appropriate words to express the reality about which they wished to write. For example, a 

child said “I think about like interesting and exciting words and like think about 

descriptive words” (Participant 24, 2015). (Table 6 contains further examples.) Gombert’s 

(1992) notions were extended inductively from the ways children talked about words in 

this study to form subcategories of MLXA. Table 6 contains descriptions of the MLXA 

subcategories. 

Table 6 

Subcategories in Metalexical Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description Example 

Understands the concept 

word. 

The child verbalised a concept for 

a word. 

Because excited is an 

interesting word.  

Able to name types of 

words using 

metalanguage. 

The child used metalanguage to 

name types of words including 

naming figures of speech. 

Putting in different 

language features like 

metaphors and verbs. 

Awareness of more 

complex vocabulary. 

The child talked about choosing 

more sophisticated vocabulary 

items. 

[I want to] use . . . more 

interesting vocabulary . 

. . and not down to the 

basics that some people 

would go to. 

Precision of expression. 

 

The child talked about choosing a 

more precise term which better 

represented the writer’s intention. 

I changed went to 

swam because like they 

swam over to it they 

didn’t like just go. 

Emotive force of words. 

 

The child talked about using 

specific words to evoke emotion in 

the reader and which expressed the 

writer’s feelings. 

Tempted is a better 

word than wanted 

because wanted sounds 

selfish but tempted was 

ooh I really wanted to 

ride the bike. 

Attention to sense. The child talked about choosing 

words which made more sense. 

I changed it to whole 

family instead of we 
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Subcategory Description Example 

because it’s the whole 

family and we don’t 

know who we is. 

Imagery. The child referred to imagery and 

words were chosen to build a 

picture in the reader’s mind. 

When people read [the 

descriptive word] they 

would get a more clear 

image of what things 

would look like. 

Avoiding repetition. 

 

The child talked about choosing 

different words so s/he was not 

repeating words. 

I was trying to have 

different words so I 

don’t repeat the same 

words again because if 

it is repetitive it will 

sound quite weird. 

Deixis. 

 

The child chose words because 

they pointed to an aspect of the 

context. 

[It was the] Waitomo 

[caves]. 

Writing word by word 

 

The child was attending to putting 

ideas into words, word by word. 

I am thinking about the 

next words. 

4.11.1.3 Metaemotive awareness. Metaemotive awareness (MEA) is a small but 

important category derived inductively from the children’s self-conscious interest in, and 

awareness of, expressing emotion through their writing. The category was important 

because the children reflected upon the emotive qualities of their texts: the capacity of 

language to express the emotion of the writer and to affect a reader and make them feel the 

way the writer felt. This seemed to be the impetus for their writing. The category is 

derived from Jakobson’s (1960) six functions of language: referential, poetic, conative, 

phatic, metalingual and emotive, which may describe a successful act of verbal 

communication. In Jakobson’s (1960) theory, the emotive function related to the emotions 

of the addresser. In the context of writing for this study, metaemotive denoted the 

children’s awareness of their feelings as authors, feelings that they were trying to convey 

through their writing. The metaemotive code was also based on the Oxford Dictionary of 

English’s definition of emotive, “arousing or able to arouse intense feeling” (Stevenson, 

2011). It derived from the notion that emotive language is not referential but results in 

influencing the readers’ emotions and attitudes (Abrams & Harpham, 2012). The children 

were very aware of, and interested in, conveying emotion through their writing to make the 

reader feel what they felt.  

The MEA subcategories are displayed in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Subcategories in Metaemotive Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description Example 

Writer focused emotive 

thinking. 

 

The child spoke about the 

emotive importance of the 

topic to the writer. 

So that when someone 

is reading it they know 

that like I am excited 

about it. 

Expressing the writer’s 

feelings. 

 

 

The child was expressing 

feelings aroused by the topic, 

for example sadness at a 

grandparent’s funeral or 

annoyance at siblings. 

And I am thinking 

about how I felt when 

they were killing some 

pigs . . . I felt really sad 

because I love animals. 

Text focused emotive 

thinking. 

 

The child related particular 

language features to 

expressing emotion. 

I don’t really like the 

[sentence] that said first 

we drove around in the 

car trying to find a park 

. . . Because it sounded 

a little bit boring. 

Talking about evoking 

feelings in the reader. 

 

 

The child talked about 

choosing to write about a 

topic in order to get the reader 

to feel how much s/he liked it 

or how much it mattered. 

I decided to do 

something that was 

annoying but special at 

the same time . . . 

Because it entertains 

lots of people. 

4.11.1.4 Metapragmatic awareness. Gombert (1992) described metapragmatic 

awareness (MPRA) as the children’s awareness of the conventions for language use in a 

context, taking into account extralinguistic factors. “The pragmatic abilities permit the 

effective use of language in its (social) context, and the metapragmatic abilities allow the 

comprehension and control of this use” (p. 94). Myhill (2012) extended this notion to 

encompass the children’s awareness of the reader and of the impact of their writing on the 

reader. In this study, for example, one child attended to her reader by saying “Maybe so 

that they want to read more of my writing” (Participant 24, 2015). 

The data in the present study suggested the subcategories for MPRA awareness in Table 8. 
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Table 8 

Subcategories in Metapragmatic Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description Example 

Identity of the reader. 

 

The children talked about the 

identity of their reader. 

[The audience is] You . 

. . beginner writers . . . 

teachers.  

Making pictures in the 

reader’s mind. 

 

They considered how they 

might create images in the 

reader’s mind. 

[I want to] make a better 

picture in the reader’s 

mind. 

Ordering the story. 

 

The children talked about 

ordering the story so it made 

sense to the reader.  

I was . . . thinking about 

how I should order it 

what makes sense to the 

reader.  

Hooking the reader into the 

writing. 

 

The children said they were 

trying to engage the reader’s 

interest so they wanted to 

read more of the writing. 

It would make people 

want to read the story . . . 

So like it gets them 

hooked. 

Giving the reader 

information. 

 

The children wanted to give 

the reader information which 

was relevant to the story and 

not boring or confusing. 

I kind of need to give 

the reader all the 

information they need. 

 

The writer as reader.  

 

The children thought about 

themselves as readers and 

talked about imaging their 

own stories. 

When I am reading it I 

am imaging what 

happened and what it 

was like.  

Locutionary acts. 

 

They mentioned locutionary 

acts: persuade, entertain, 

explain to or inspire focusing 

on the reader’s needs. 

[I hope to] Entertain 

them [, the audience]. 

 

Representing the writer’s 

point of view to the reader. 

The children were conscious 

of trying to get a reader to 

see their point of view. 

It might seem different 

from another person’s 

point of view . . . if I am 

not there to explain.  

The reader was “in” the 

experience. 

 

They wanted to make the 

reader feel that they were 

“in” the place or topic 

recounted.  

[I hope to affect my 

audience] By making 

them feel like they were 

in it and tell them what 

had happened. 

Inspired by the purpose of the 

research. 

 

The children were motivated 

to write by the idea that their 

contribution to the present 

study might help other 

children learn to write. 

Hopefully they could 

use this piece of writing 

as help for them for 

their writing.  

 



98 

4.11.1.5 Metatextual awareness. Metatextual awareness (MTA) was the children’s 

awareness of structures in the text which were larger than one sentence or a distinctive part 

of the text which had a function which was important to the elaboration of meaning in the 

whole text, for example the title. It encompassed references to paragraphs and to parts of 

the whole text.  

Gombert (1992) deemed cohesion (words and anaphoric reference which linked the parts 

of the text together in its surface structure) and coherence (ideas which linked together in 

the text) to be parts of metatextual awareness. Gombert (1992) also spoke of the ideational 

and textual construction of narratives. Narrative structures were seen as preexisting the 

children’s ability to talk about and conceptualise stories. The preexisting consciousness of 

a narrative “comprises a setting . . . and various episodes, each composed of a beginning, a 

development section and an end” (p. 146). The children’s ability to verbalise these notions 

was evidence of their MTA. Gombert (1992) saw MTA as abilities which developed after 

metasemantic, metalexical, metaphonological and metasyntactic development. He thought 

that MTA developed after 10 years old.  

The data in the present study suggested the categories of MTA in Table 9. 

Table 9 

Subcategories in Metatextual Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description 

The child referred to: 

Example 

Planning the text. 

 

–the type of plan they were 

constructing. 

This is how I am used to 

box planning and then you 

have ideas coming out off 

it, my first idea would 

probably be in order so on 

the walk. 

Paragraphs. 

 

–topic sentences, paragraph 

construction and coherence of 

ideas in the paragraph. 

[I paragraph] when kind of 

like a different thing 

happens yeah this is about 

in the water and the next 

one will be about on the 

boat trip back. 

Components of the text. –the main events of the story. [I was] breaking up the 

different events. 

The whole story. 

 

–writing long or short stories 

or writing a book. 

I can improve it by trying 

to see if I can make it 

longer. 
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Subcategory Description 

The child referred to: 

Example 

The parts of the story. 

 

–the children named: the title, 

the beginning, the 

introduction, the middle, the 

conclusion or the ending. 

I think of like a really 

interesting title for people 

to entertain them maybe . . . 

Ok I’m just doing my 

conclusion. 

Ordering the story. 

 

–using time adverbials, flow 

or fluency, breaking up and 

ordering the events of the 

story or sequencing referring 

to the structure of the story. 

I am thinking what I should 

put first and then next and 

then after that and then at 

the end. 

 

Naming the text type, 

referring to the whole text 

 

–recount, explanation, 

description. The whole text 

type. 

The purpose was to 

remember a family time 

and to do a recount and to 

do when I did something 

special. 

The purpose for writing. –the children were able to 

verbalise their writing 

purpose: to recount. 

[The purpose was] to write 

about something special 

you did with your family. 

4.11.1.6 Metasyntactic awareness. Metasyntactic awareness or knowledge of 

grammar might be assumed to be at the heart of children’s MLA when language is 

conceptualised as a complex system network in context. According to Halliday 

(1985/2014) “Grammar is the central processing unit of language, the powerhouse where 

meanings are created” (p. 22). There has been a growing body of research showing that 

learning functional grammar in context improves children’s and adolescents’ writing (for 

example, P. Jones & Chen, 2016; S. Jones et al., 2013; Myhill et al., 2018). Gombert 

(1992) works within a different paradigm from functional grammar, but his meta-analysis 

of children’s MLA is considered seminal. His categories and conceptualisation of MLA 

have been used by researchers with a view of language as functional in context of use and 

a network of a multiplicity of interlinked choices (Myhill, 2012; Myhill & Newman, 2016) 

According to Gombert (1992) metasyntactic awareness (MSYNA) was the child’s “ability 

to reason consciously about the syntactic aspects of language, and to exercise intentional 

control over the application of grammatical rules” (p. 39). This MSYNA encompassed: 

metasyntactic judgements of well-formed sentences; judgements of grammatical elements 

like verb inflections; judgements of whether sentences were acceptable; children’s ability 

to correct their own and others’ syntactic errors (children’s examples are given in Table 

10). Gombert’s data were about MSYNA in oral language and are extended to writing in 
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this study. The notion that children “reason consciously” (p. 39) about applying 

grammatical knowledge and make metasyntactic judgements is consistent with making 

choices from a language organised as a complex system network.  

The subcategories of children’s MSYNA were extrapolated from the data in the present 

study. They are described and exemplified in Table 10. 

Table 10 

Subcategories in Metasyntactic Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description 

The child referred to: 

Example 

Sense 

 

–checking that the syntagmatic 

relations between words within 

sentences were acceptable and made 

sense. 

I am going back to read the 

sentence to see if it makes 

sense. 

Sentences 

 

–sentences. The children showed they 

had concepts for a sentence and the 

different types of sentences. 

I thought of another way to 

write the sentence that I was 

going to write.  

Punctuation 

 

–checking their punctuation, as part of 

review. This showed awareness of the 

sentence.  

It just needed a capital letter. 

 

Word 

classes. 

–word classes using labels which 

might be from traditional grammar. 

An adjective is a describing 

word um amazing for amazing 

sport. 

Tense 

 

–tense and changed the tense of verbs 

in their writing. 

Because I said when I nodding 

and I needed to say when I 

nodded. 

Grammar 

 

–a conceptualisation of grammar as a 

description of the language. 

I think it [grammar] would help 

your writing the more you 

know about it.  

4.11.1.7 Metaphonological awareness. Juel et al. (1986) conceptualised the 

writing process as reducible to spelling and ideation although “We are sure that both 

spelling and ideation are complex processes” (p. 244). They also thought that reading 

comprised decoding or word recognition and the comprehension processes involved in 

listening comprehension. Whilst this was a simple model of literacy, if each process were 

seen as complex, it worked and Juel et al. showed “the extreme importance of phonemic 

awareness in literacy acquisition. We also believe we have shown that children will not 

acquire spelling-sound correspondence knowledge until a prerequisite amount of phonemic 

awareness has been attained” (p. 244). The authors emphasise the importance of children’s 

metaphonological awareness (MPA) in the simple views of both reading and writing. 
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MPA, therefore, in the present study, was the child’s preoccupation with spelling, one part 

of Juel et al.’s analysis of the writing process. Gombert (1992) described MPA as the 

ability to identify “the phonological components in linguistic units and intentionally 

manipulating them” (p. 15). Such MPA might be the ability to recognise and manipulate 

phonemes and syllables. In the present study it was also the ability to spell whole words 

and to recognise problems with the spelling of whole words (examples from the writers in 

this study are given in Table 11).  

The data in the present study suggested the subcategories in MPA in Table 11. 

Table 11 

Subcategories in Metaphonological Awareness and Explanations 

Subcategory Description 

The children talked about: 

Example 

Spelling 

 

–attention to the spelling of a word. I did spell one wrong but I 

don’t know how to spell it 

though. 

Phoneme analysis 

 

–attention to the phonological 

construction of a word. 

C r a ck er s [sounds out]  

B a s k e t [subvocalises] 

Syllables 

 

–attention to the syllabic 

construction of a word. 

Star ted [analyses 

syllables]  

Whole-word noticing 

 

–problems with a whole word. Because I spelled a word 

wrong I missed an e for 

awesome 

Changing the word –changing the spelling of a word. Ok I changed the word 

4.11.1.8 Checking of codes. The assertions made from the analysis were warranted 

by the careful checking of 13% of the categorised scripts by an expert researcher (Jesson, 

2019). There was complete agreement in 90% of the mentions of MLA and agreement on 

the remaining mentions was reached through discussion. This agreement derived from the 

children’s clarity of attention to the types of MLA. 

4.11.1.8.1 Code checking process. Firstly, four scripts were purposively 

selected to represent the different year levels and achievement groups. The unit of 

measurement was the word group or clause mentioning the type of MLA and this was 

allocated a code. The majority of mentions expressing a code were clauses. Occasionally 

there was a phrase and occasionally there was more than one clause. The codes were 

metasemantic, metasyntactic, metalexical, metaemotive, metaphonological, metatextual 

and metapragmatic awareness. There were a number of descriptors of each main code 
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which were described previously. The researcher coded the scripts and marked off each 

coded section. Next the expert coder coded copies of the scripts. We discussed those coded 

items on which we disagreed and reached 100% agreement on the codes.  

The coding figures are shown in Table 12.  

Table 12 

The Same and Different Coded Items and Percentages of the Same Items in Code Checking 

 Total number 

of items coded 

Items coded 

the same 

Percentage of 

items the 

same 

Items on which 

agreement was 

reached 

Script “S” 82 76 93% 6 

Script “A” 50 44 88% 6 

Script “M” 61 57 93% 4 

Script “E” 68 57 84% 11 

Total/ average 261 234 90% 27 

4.11.1.9 Justification for analysing verbalisations and interviews together. The 

verbalisation and interview data were considered together in the analysis. The relationship 

between the interviews and verbalisations was explanatory: the interviews followed the 

verbalisations directly and explained expressions of MLA from the verbalisation data. 

Since each type of articulation of MLA explains the other, in most instances, the data 

would not have made sense considered separately. Moreover, the verbalisations were 

prompted think alouds (explained in section 4.6.6) so there were some similarities in the 

process of eliciting verbalisation and interview data. Prompted think alouds can be 

considered to be “think aloud interviews” (Reinhart et al., 2019, p. 1) and are seen as a 

valid way of investigating students’ expert thinking in subject areas (Adams & Wieman, 

2011; Reinhart et al., 2019). The results were all forms of articulation of MLA to access 

the children’s thinking. It seems likely that both high- and low-level EFs were employed in 

each type of commentary, for example: the data revealed comments on metaphonological 

awareness in verbalisations and interviews. Analysing verbalisations and interviews 

together was one way of optimising and uncovering what the children thought about 

language as they wrote. 
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4.11.2 Nonparametric statistical analysis of the second phase verbalisation and 

interview sample data.  

Once the verbalisation and interview sample data were coded, it was clear that MLA 

mentions could be counted. Therefore, the number of mentions of MLA in the main 

categories was counted. Nonparametric statistical testing was employed to analyse the 

results and allow inferences to be drawn. These inferences were a small part of the analysis 

which illuminated aspects of the qualitative findings.  

In order to find out if there were statistically significant differences between numbers of 

MLA references between year levels or profile groups, Kruskal Wallis tested the 

differences between year levels and the four profile groups in each main category. In order 

to find out if there were statistically significant differences between high- and low-

achieving writers or high- and low-achieving MLA groups, I chi-square tested the 

differences between high- and low-MLA groups. I chi-square tested the differences 

between high- and low-achieving writing groups. The Kruskal Wallis test was employed to 

test for significant differences between the four profile groups and the four year levels.  

The missing data from the one absent child posed a statistical problem for these analyses. 

This was overcome by averaging the number of mentions of MLA, in each category, for 

each profile group and year level to count the case as missing. The tests were then carried 

out.  

In order to find out if there was a relationship between numbers of mentions of the main 

categorical types of MLA and writing achievement, Spearman’s Rho correlation tested the 

relationship between the total number of MLA references by each child in each category 

and e-asTTle writing marks. For example, the total number of references for metalexical 

awareness for each child was correlated with their e-asTTle writing scores.  

The qualitative data in the verbalisation and interview phase of this study provide the rich 

picture of the children’s MLA. The numerical data were aligned with the profile groups 

formed according to the COWAT and e-asTTle: writing (revised) test results. The 

verbalisation and interview phase statistical data dialectically engage with the qualitative 

data and offer another perspective, aligning with the aims of the MM research design: to 

engage qualitative and quantitative data dialectically to explore dissonances and insights 

which might be evident. The numerical data showed the frequency of attention to a 

particular item. They showed if particular groups are expressing more MLA than others. 
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The statistics suggested the importance of certain types of MLA to the children. They did 

not reveal linguistic sophistication and they were not a measure of it. They did, however, 

offer insights into the categories and subcategories on which children focused MLA. 

4.12 Limitations 

Limitations relating to the method of the present study must be acknowledged.  

4.12.1 The sample. 

The research school was purposively chosen for its relatively high-socioeconomic status 

and it was also chosen for its ethnic diversity. The sample was not randomly selected and 

findings are not generalisable to a population. However, the school’s community reflects 

the diversity of other New Zealand schools, especially urban schools. 

The second phase sample was purposive and small but the coding was carefully checked, 

using a sample of transcripts, by an expert coder; perhaps inferences might be made from 

the data which might transfer to other settings. 

4.12.2 The verbalisations and interviews. 

There were methodological challenges and limitations arising from the use of 

verbalisations and semistructured interviews. 

The children’s verbalisation data were derived from prompted think alouds as described 

previously. A limitation on the use of verbalisations that were prompted is that the 

children’s commentary on their writing was not entirely spontaneous. Asking the children 

to verbalise MLA prompted metalinguistic thinking. However, the children would not have 

mentioned MLA of which they were not cognizant. The aim, to access children’s 

metalinguistic thinking was achieved.  

In addition, the children may not verbalise all the MLA required to produce a text, 

resulting in an incomplete picture of their MLA. The verbalisations had to be prompted 

because some children did not volunteer metalinguistic talk. Some children said they found 

it hard to write and think aloud and say everything they were thinking at the same time. 

The project, to find out what children were thinking as they wrote, trying to find a window 

into children’s minds, was always going to result in incomplete information (Clay, 1991). 

The language they talked about was likely to be less than the total amount of MLA they 

needed to complete a piece of writing. Nevertheless, these children provided rich data 

through the verbalisations, sometimes responding to the prompts described previously, and 
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at interview. The aspects of language they mentioned showed what they were attending to 

most whilst they wrote so continua of developing attention might be proposed.  

The verbalisations focused on thinking while writing whereas the interviews encouraged 

reflection on writing and required a different kind of thinking from spontaneous 

metalinguistic processes while the children wrote. The process of questioning during 

interviews prompted metalinguistic thinking. The same justification for the richness of 

interview data as for the verbalisation applies: the children would not have verbalised 

MLA of which they were not capable. 

Teaching has an effect on MLA. Teaching was not investigated in this study. Inferences 

about the impact of teaching could only be made when the children referred to the teaching 

in their verbalisations and interviews. 

Sociocultural context influences MLA. The sociocultural context of the children’s writing 

was not part of the investigation. The sociocultural influences were inferred from the 

children’s comments in their verbalisations and interviews. 

As mentioned previously, the counts of MLA mentions were not a measure of 

sophistication of MLA and did not reveal sophistication.  

4.12.3 Incomplete cases. 

Time constraints to the data collection periods meant that data could not be collected from 

missed cases. The missing data in the e-asTTle and MLA and the verbalisation and 

interview phase of the research resulted in deletion of the complete cases where data were 

missing. 

The absence of a child in the verbalisation and interview data phase posed a problem for 

the statistical analysis of the verbalisation and interview counts of mentions of MLA. This 

was overcome by the use of averages of numbers of mentions in each year level or profile 

group rather than raw scores. 
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5 The Results from the First e-asTTle: Writing and MLA Phase of the Study 

5.1 Introduction 

In the first section of this chapter, I present the results from the analysis of the first MLA 

and e-asTTle: writing phase of the research. In the second section of the chapter, I present 

the statistical analysis of the verbalisation and interview phase of the research. 

5.2 The E-asTTle: Writing and MLA Phase One 

First, I describe the performance of the sample by presenting the descriptive statistics. 

Next, I relate the present study sample’s descriptive statistics to normative data. I compare 

and contrast the writing results to the normative data for the e-asTTle: writing test (Taylor, 

2013) to indicate the relative ability in writing of the participants to other New Zealand 

children of comparable age. I also compare and contrast the MLA results of the COWAT 

(Strauss et al., 2006) with normative data for the test to indicate the relative MLA ability 

of the participants in relation to the Australian children in the normative sample. The 

present study quantitative data were used to establish profile groups for the second phase 

of this study and the comparison to the norms might verify the achievement levels of the 

profile groups.  

Then, in order to test and actively seek to disconfirm the hypothesis that there might be a 

relationship between writing achievement, measured by e-asTTle: writing (revised) and 

MLA as measured by the COWAT (Strauss et al., 2006), I present the results of the 

Pearson product-moment correlational analysis of the relationship between e-asTTle: 

writing (revised) and COWAT letter condition scores for the larger first phase sample. I 

also actively seek to disconfirm the hypothesis that there might be a relationship between 

writing achievement and MLA within year levels and present the results of the Spearman’s 

Rho correlation. 

5.2.1 Descriptive statistics. 

First, I describe the performance of the MLA and e-asTTle writing sample. The chosen 

measures of central tendency were the mean and median and the measure of variability 

was the standard deviation (Table 13). Results from the e-asTTle writing (revised) test are 

presented. The important condition of the COWAT was the letter condition because it was 

a metalinguistic test (described in section 4.6.2) and these results are presented. Results of 

the animal condition of the test are presented because it indicates the children’s capability 

for lexical richness.  
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The mean for e-asTTle: writing (revised) was 9.05 e-asTTle writing scale (aWs) units 

lower than the median (Mdn=1,453). Taking into account the measurement error for e-

asTTle writing of plus or minus 40 e-asTTle aWs units (Ministry of Education, 2012) the 

mean and median are approximately the same value.  

The mean for the COWAT letter condition was 1.12 marks higher than the median 

(Mdn=31) suggesting that the distribution was slightly positively skewed. The mean for 

the COWAT category condition was .53 marks more than the median (Mdn=17) 

suggesting the distribution was also slightly positively skewed. This may have been caused 

by outliers. 

The e-asTTle: writing (revised) mean increases from year to year suggesting that, on 

average, children’s writing improves with age. The COWAT letter condition also increases 

from year to year suggesting improved MLA with age. 

Table 13 

Phase 1 E-asTTle: Writing and COWAT Letter and Category Condition  

Test Descriptive Statistics 

Test Whole MLA and e-asTTle 

writing sample 

MLA and e-asTTle writing sample 

Descriptive statistics by year level 

N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

Year 

level 

N Mean Standard 

Deviation 

e-asTTle 78 1,443.95 106.47 3 14 1,373.36 71.66 

4 24 1,400.79 102.14 

5 19 1,481.95 93.63 

6 21 1,505.95 96.38 

COWAT 

Letter 

Condition 

78 32.12 10.53 3 14 23.14 6.77 

4 24 28.79 8.10 

5 19 36.79 10.55 

6 21 37.81 9.71 

COWAT  

Category 

condition 

(animals) 

78 17.53 4.86     
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5.2.3 The comparison between the e-asTTle: writing (revised) results of the present 

study and e-asTTle: writing normative data. 

The means and standard deviations for the present study are compared to the e-asTTle: 

writing normative data to establish the ability of present study children relative to the 

normative sample. The means and standard deviations were near to the e-asTTle: writing 

normative data except at Year 3 (Table 14). (The measurement error for e-asTTle: writing 

is + or – 40.) This might suggest that the ability of the children in the present study is close 

to New Zealand norms. The Year 3 standard deviation was smaller than the normative data 

and the other year levels in this study. This might suggest a more homogenous sample at 

Year 3.  

Table 14 

E-asTTle: Writing (Revised) Means and Standard Deviations Compared with Normative 

Data by Year Level 

Year 

level 

N Present study e-

asTTle means and 

(standard 

deviations) 

N e-

asTTle 

normative 

data 

E-asTTle 

normative data, 

mean (standard 

deviation) 

Difference 

from present 

study, mean 

 

3 14 1,373.36 (71.66) 4,755 

students 

from  

160 

schools 

1,341(125) 32.36 

4 24 1,400.79 (102.14) 1,407 (100) -7.79  

5 19 1,479.22 (93.63) 1,459 (100) 20.22  

6 21 1,505.95 (96.38) 1,500 (100) 5.95  

5.2.4 The comparison between the letter condition results of the present study and 

COWAT Verbal Fluency test normative data. 

The means for the COWAT letter condition normative data were presented according to 

age group so age group means and standard deviations were calculated for the present 

study. The means in the present study were higher than the normative data (Table 15). The 

standard deviations in the present study differed from the normative data with a trend 

towards being higher. Nine-, 10- and 11-year-olds had differences in standard deviation 

from the normative data which might indicate greater variation in the present study sample 

than in the normative data (Table 15). This may also be a consequence of having a smaller 

sample.  



109 

Table 15 

Comparison of COWAT, FAS Normative Data Letter Condition Means and Standard 

Deviations to the Present Study Means and Standard Deviations by Age Group 

Normative Data The Present Study 

Age in 

years  

N 

Normative 

data by 

age 

FAS Letter 

Condition 

normative data 

mean 

(standard 

deviation) 

N 

Present 

study 

by age 

Present study FAS 

Letter Condition 

mean 

(standard 

deviation) by age 

group 

Difference: 

mean 

7 55 17.07 (6.0) 9 23.44 (4.36) 6.37  

8 56 17.96 (6.2) 20 27.70 (8.26) 9.74  

9 61 22.53 (8.6) 16 32.19 (11.87) 9.66  

10 62 24.18 (6.5) 24 37.75 (9.41) 13.57  

11 51 26.9 (7.8) 9 35.78 (10.83) 8.88  

5.2.5 The comparison between the category condition results of the present study 

and COWAT Verbal Fluency test normative data. 

The category condition of the COWAT, which asks children to name items according to 

category, is a measure of lexical richness (Bialystok et al., 2014). Comparison between the 

category, animal, condition means and standard deviations of the normative data and the 

present study data by age shows that the present study sample displayed higher levels of 

lexical richness than the normative data sample. In addition, there was greater variation in 

animal condition scores in this study. This may have been because of the small sample size 

and if there were more data the variation might be smaller.  

Table 16 

Comparing Present Study Mean and Standard Deviations for the COWAT Category 

Condition to Normative Data 

Age in years Normative 

data N  

Normative data 

animal category mean 

(standard deviation) 

Present 

study 

N  

Present study animal 

category mean 

(standard deviation) 

7 40 12.43 (2.4) 9 15.44 (5.27) 

8 32 12.31 (2.7) 20 16 (3.95) 

9 38 13.76 (3.7) 20 16.94 (4.93) 

10 22 14.27 (3.7) 25 19.87 (4.9) 

11 28 15.50 (3.8) 10 18.33 (4.66) 
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5.2.6 The relationship between metalinguistic awareness and writing achievement. 

The Pearson product-moment correlation tested the strength of the relationship between 

the COWAT letter condition metalinguistic test and the e-asTTle: writing (revised) test. 

The resulting Pearson r was moderate (according to Cohen’s, 1988, definition), r = .34. 

This result included all the children in the sample who were at Years 3, 4, 5 and 6. 

Significance was set at <.05, the significance reported by the Pearson test was p=.003, 

therefore there seemed to be a moderate statistically significant relationship. 

Outliers with unexpectedly high or low marks in either the MLA or e-asTTle: writing 

(revised) tests when there is a relatively small sample size might lower the correlation. The 

following scatter plot (Figure 1) showed the presence of outliers, for example, a child for 

whom verbal fluency was low but writing scores were high (verbal fluency 19, writing 

1,576) and a child for whom writing was low but verbal fluency was high (verbal fluency 

49, writing 1,320). There were other outliers but none was so extreme. The extreme 

outliers are shown by a red circle.  
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Figure 1: Relationship between e-asTTle Writing and Verbal Fluency Letter Condition 

scores 

Spearman’s Rho was used to test the relationship between e-asTTle: writing (revised) 

scores and COWAT letter condition MLA scores withing year levels. It was carried out on 

each of the year level groups. There was no statistically significant relationship between 

the variables. It seemed that there was no evidence that writing achievement and MLA 

scores were related within year levels (Table 17). Significance was set at p<.05 but exact 

significances are reported (American Psychological Association, 2010).  

Table 17 

Spearman's Rho Correlation between E-asTTle: Writing and Verbal Fluency FAS Test by 

Year Level 

Year level N rs p 

3 14 .11 .71 

4 24 .08 .70 

5 19 .13 .60 

6 21 .28 .22 

5.2.7 Discussion. 

In the first phase of the present study, I sought to investigate the notion that there might be 

a relationship between MLA, as measured by the COWAT letter condition test, and 
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writing achievement, as measured by e-asTTle writing. The resulting Pearson product-

moment correlation was moderate. The COWAT verbal fluency test required children to 

choose words which began with a particular letter in 1 minute per letter. This required 

ignoring rapid associations between words which are known to be organised in the mind 

according to category (Aitchison, 2012; Bialystok et al., 2014), or semantic qualities, and 

choosing words according to a linguistic, sound to letter association. Performance on the 

letter fluency task assesses both vocabulary knowledge and executive control, and it is 

therefore, a metalinguistic task (Bialystok et al., 2014). A relationship between high MLA 

scores and high writing scores might be expected because the children are showing 

language awareness and writing is inherently a metalinguistic task (Myhill & Jones, 2015) 

which requires some capability with sound to letter associations or the orthographic shape 

of words. A strong correlation between MLA and writing achievement might have been 

expected and a moderate correlation was somewhat surprising.  

One possible explanation of the moderate correlation might be that the MLA test only 

tapped children’s ability to think of words according to initial letter to sound association 

(metaphonological awareness) and did not tap other facets of MLA required for writing 

such as lexical, emotive, semantic, textual, pragmatic and syntactic awareness. The 

complex array of types of MLA which children show is explored in more detail in Phase 2 

of this study. It may be that children follow different paths of attention to, analysis of and 

control of language to attain writing literacy (Bialystok, 2001; Clay, 1991) which are 

expressed through the different metalinguistic categories.  

The lower e-asTTle: writing standard deviation at Year 3, contrasted with the normative 

data, suggests lower variability at Year 3 and this may have affected the correlational 

analysis. All children from the research school who wished to participate in the study were 

accepted but it is possible that children who really struggled with writing at age 7 to 8 

years, did not choose to participate so the full range of ability may not have been 

represented. A larger, randomised sample may have shown a stronger correlation. 

The outlier children who had high MLA and low writing scores or low MLA and high 

writing scores (two were exemplified previously and there were less extreme examples 

represented in the scatter plot) might also explain the moderate relationship indicated by 

the Pearson correlation. Their results suggested that children do not follow the same 

pathways towards becoming literate and in fact become proficient in literacy activities like 
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writing in different ways (Clay, 1975, 1991). High MLA scores might also indicate 

unrealised, potential writing ability. The scatter plot reveals that differences between 

writing scores at the same MLA scores show that the semblance of an association between 

writing and MLA, whilst there, is not strong.  

The nonsignificant findings regarding the relationship between writing and MLA scores 

within year levels were surprising, although the sample sizes were small. There was no 

evidence which would permit notion that there was no relationship to be rejected however 

there was no evidence that there was no relationship. Year 6 showed the highest 

Spearman’s Rho correlation although it would still be considered low in Cohen’s (1988) 

rankings. Myhill (2009) found that there were differences in trajectories of linguistic 

development according to ability rather than age: a relationship between writing ability 

and MLA might be expected within year levels. In this study, the relationship between 

COWAT and e-asTTle writing scores occurred over time at school. Perhaps larger sample 

sizes for the year levels may reveal a relationship between MLA scores and writing 

achievement within the year levels which would accord with Myhill’s (2009) findings. 

Such a relationship might be revealed by the qualitative data. As discussed subsequently, 

the statistical analysis of the qualitative data echoes Myhill’s (2009) findings.  

Overall, the Pearson correlation of r=.34 was statistically significant and indicated a 

moderate relationship between the children’s writing achievement and MLA, shown by 

their ability to choose words which started with a particular letter in a time frame of 1 

minute per letter. An exploration of the qualitative data which takes account of different 

types of MLA (specified in the Method chapter) might reveal the nature of the relationship 

between writing achievement and developing MLA.  

5.3 The Verbalisation and Interview Phase of the Study 

The metalinguistic mentions of the children in verbalisations and interviews in the second 

phase of the study were counted. The resulting statistical analyses might contribute to 

some of the inferences made from the transcripts in the verbalisation and interview phase 

of this study. They might show whether differences in numbers of mentions were 

statistically significant. As stated previously, the unit of measure was words, word groups 

or clauses (Droga & Humphrey, 2003) mentioning a type of MLA which are referred to as 

mentions).  
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5.3.1 The independence of the seven MLA variables and high and low writing or 

high and low MLA. 

In order to test whether the quantity of MLA mentions in each of the seven categories was 

independent of high- or low-MLA achievement, a chi-square test was carried out 

(Stephens, 2004). A chi-square test was also carried out to ascertain whether the high- or 

low-writing achievement and the total numbers of MLA mentions in the seven categories 

were independent.  

There was no evidence of a relationship between the variables: high MLA and low MLA, 

and the total number of MLA mentions in the seven MLA categories. An obtained chi-

square of 2.64 was not significant at p<.05. The notion that the variables were independent 

could not be rejected. This finding suggests that the variables MLA as measured by the 

COWAT letter condition verbal fluency test and number of mentions in the seven MLA 

categories are independent.  

There was, however, evidence of relationship between the variables: high writing and low 

writing and the total number of MLA mentions in the seven MLA categories. An obtained 

chi square of 42.14 was significant at p<.01. It showed that the notion that the total 

numbers of instances of MLA and the writing ability of the children were independent 

could be rejected. There seemed to be a relationship between the total number of mentions 

in the seven MLA categories and high or low scores in the e-asTTle: writing test. 

5.3.2 The independence of the seven MLA variables and the year level and profile 

groups. 

The relationship between year levels and the total number of MLA mentions in the seven 

categories and the difference between year levels was tested. The resulting Kruskal Wallis 

of 1.96, showed no significant difference between year levels, at the p<.05 level, in the 

quantity of metalinguistic mentions so it seemed there was no evidence of a difference 

between year levels.  

Differences between MLA and writing profile groups according to the total number of 

MLA mentions in the seven categories were tested. The Kruskal Wallis statistic of 1.16 

showed no significant difference between profile groups at the p<.05 level concerning the 

quantity of metalinguistic mentions so it seemed that the notion of no evidence of 

differences between the four profile groups was retained.  
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5.3.3 Discussion. 

The evidence supported the notion that there is an association between total numbers of 

MLA mentions and high or low e-asTTle writing scores. It suggests that greater MLA 

activity is associated with better writing. The absence of an association between high- or 

low-MLA groups and total metalinguistic mentions might suggest that the COWAT MLA 

test did not capture the variety of metalinguistic behaviour that children show when they 

write. 

The evidence did not support the notion that year levels were related to total quantities of 

MLA mentions. This suggested that age did not affect total numbers of mentions 

indicating MLA thinking. This may be because even a 5-year-old child, at the very 

beginning of learning to read and write, has to show considerable MLA. Clay (1991) listed 

the MLA that young readers need (detailed in the Chapter 2). Since writing is an 

essentially metalinguistic act (Myhill & Jones, 2015) and considered the inverse of reading 

(Clay, 1991; Gombert, 1992), young writers might also show MLA. Clay (1991) 

considered that young children’s writing provides evidence of their metalinguistic 

understandings, which might also be applied to reading. A common-sense assumption 

might have been that students’ deployment of MLA would increase over the 4 years spent 

at school. However, younger students who were at the beginning of learning to write might 

have been thinking just as hard or even harder about language as older writers. They might 

have been attending to different aspects of language. Younger students are more focused 

on transcription skills (Limpo & Alves, 2017). The qualitative analysis may reveal whether 

this is the case.  

The evidence supporting a relationship between total quantities of MLA mentions and high 

or low writers and no significant differences between year levels echoes Myhill’s (2009) 

findings that there were greater differences in linguistic development between writers of 

different abilities within a year level than writers of different ages but similar ability 

scores. The apparent contradiction between the findings from quantitative and qualitative 

data offers an opportunity for dialectical engagement between the two data types. It seems 

that the qualitative data will offer more detail about children’s MLA as they write. 

The evidence did not support the notion that total numbers of MLA mentions were 

associated with high- or low-MLA ability (as measured by the COWAT). This is 

surprising and it seems possible that the small sample sizes do not reveal an association. It 
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is possible that the differences between ability groups were topical, subtle and nuanced and 

might be revealed in the qualitative analysis of the verbalisations and interview transcripts. 

It is also possible that low-scoring MLA children may be thinking hard about language in 

different ways from high-scoring MLA children. The verbalisations and interviews are 

designed to reveal thinking about different levels of language whereas the COWAT letter 

condition focused on metaphonological awareness. 

The nature of the differences in types of MLA shown between high- and low-MLA 

children and high and low writers, in the verbalisation and interview sample, will be 

important in showing whether there is a relationship between MLA, as expressed by the 

children’s verbalisations, and writing achievement. This will be explored in the analysis of 

the verbalisation and interview data in subsequent chapters.  
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6 Metasemantic, Metalexical, Metaemotive and Metapragmatic Awareness 

Results 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the qualitative results for metasemantic, metaemotive, 

metapragmatic and metalexical awareness. The first three categories required attention to 

meaning, although all the metalinguistic categories were employed to communicate 

meaning, consistent with a view that meaning is intrinsic to language use. Metalexical 

awareness is treated as part of metasemantic awareness in Gombert’s (1992) categories so 

it is included in Chapter 6. Metatextual, metasyntactic and metaphonological awareness 

were more focused on the textual metafunction (Halliday, 1985/2014) and I present these 

results in Chapter 7. I describe each type of MLA at the beginning of each section.  

The results are presented in as consistent a manner possible with the aim of showing all the 

data have been carefully considered. In the Metasemantic Awareness, the Metaemotive 

Awareness and the Metapragmatic Awareness sections, first I contrast the data from high- 

and low-achieving Year 6 groups to minimise the effect of time at school. Then I trace any 

patterns observed throughout the sample. In the Metalexical Awareness section, in order to 

present the findings clearly and show that all the data were considered, the small quantity 

of data required a different approach: I report examples from the whole sample under each 

subcategory heading. 

The participants in the verbalisation and interview sample and their profile groups are 

described on p. 86 of the Method chapter. The design of the verbalisation and interview 

phase is described on p. 88 of the Method chapter.  

While reporting the results in this chapter, I link types of MLA to achievement in writing 

(Myhill, 2009). I suggest that when there were differences in types of MLA evident 

between good writers and/or high-MLA children and low-achieving writers and/or low-

MLA children, there might be differences in sophistication of MLA portrayed by their 

attention to language as an abstraction or to self-awareness of cognitive processes. 

The notion of the continuum of less to more MLA allowed all types of MLA to be 

included (Bialystok, 2001) (introduced in section 3.6.7). Some types of MLA showed the 

child reflecting on language as an abstraction in a more sophisticated way. Some types of 

MLA expressed less explicit attention to language. These types of MLA were considered 
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less metalinguistic than those in which the children specifically referred to the language. It 

is possible that the children expressed an interaction between implicit knowledge of 

language and explicit attention to creating meanings through appropriating the resources of 

the lexico grammar of language (Ellis, 2005; Halliday, 1985/2014; Van Lier, 1998).  

6.2 Metasemantic Awareness 

6.2.1 Introduction. 

In this section of the chapter, I present the qualitative results for MSA (Gombert, 1992). 

MSA was defined as the children’s understanding that the language system was distinct 

from its referents and was manipulable, separate to the representations it expressed 

(Gombert, 1992). It was expressed through the children’s attention to employing language 

to create the meanings they wanted to include in their stories. 

Cruse (1986) distinguished between intensional and extensional meanings. Intensional 

meaning is when the referent of the word is a mental representation. “This representation 

constitutes what was called the sense of the word” (p. 46). Extensional meaning is an 

“attempt to correlate expressions in language with aspects of the world” (p. 46). In the 

present study, the children talked about expressing both types of meaning for inclusion in 

their writing, so attention to and making choices from both types of meaning was included 

under MSA. For example, Abby attended to intensional meaning and said “I am thinking, 

well, I am basically imaging what happened . . . because when I am reading it I am 

imaging what happened and what it was like and how I felt on the actual day” (Participant 

25, 2015). Edith considered extensional meaning and tried to connect her words to the 

reality she was describing: she said her paragraph was about, “The part that we were 

actually in the water snorkling and looking at all the really cool fish” (Participant 24, 

2015). There was a third type of meaning and usage of the word “sense,” which some 

authors consider to be the relations between words in a language (Cruse, 1986). This type 

of making “sense” is included in the section of Chapter 6 on metasyntactic awareness 

because it seemed to concern the syntagmatic relationship between words in a sentence. 

Selecting ideas for inclusion might be considered metacognitive (Van Kraayanoord, 

personal communication, 2019). However, MSA according to Gombert’s (1992) definition 

was metalinguistic and it was of paramount importance to the children. Metasemantic 

mentions were 44% (635 out of a total of 1,451 MLA mentions) and the children were 

preoccupied with choosing the topics they wanted to write about. The metasemantic 
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category was extrapolated from the data. Bialystok (2001) considered that MLA was a 

subset of metacognition focused on language.  

Situated cognition researchers (Camps & Milian, 2000b) view context as an important 

factor in determining MLA. Language means in the context of its “semiotic habitat” 

(Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 32). The context in this study was the private family and whanau 

world that the children explored in order to express their personal experiences 

meaningfully, in a piece of writing for the research, which took place in their school. The 

focus was on making meanings through language and on MSA, although MSA might be a 

subset of metacognition.  

It seemed possible to trace some evidence of differences in types of MSA from LWLM 

children to HWHM children. Such differences occurred between LWLM children who 

showed a lower level of sophistication, assuming the writing was the experience, to 

HWHM children who conceived a higher level of attention to language separate from the 

referent (Gombert, 1992). Sophistication consisted of increased attention to language as an 

abstraction. The children who were able to perceive language as an artefact, in and of 

itself, were showing a more sophisticated type of MSA than those who were recounting 

meanings they were choosing. When children showed increased awareness of their own 

processes for making choices of ideas for inclusion in their writing, this seemed more 

sophisticated than telling their knowledge the way it was organised in their minds. There 

were differences from merely thinking of ideas towards a more sophisticated and abstract 

ability to think about the reader and the reader’s needs as she inferred meanings from the 

children’s texts. 

Gombert (1992) acknowledged that verbalising awareness of language was one type of 

evidence of MLA so MSA occurred when the children verbalised their attention to 

meaning.  

6.2.2 Types of metasemantic awareness. 

The children’s talk about their writing in the verbalisation and interview phase of this 

study derived from both the verbalisations (described on p. 100 of the Method chapter) and 

interviews. The data were considered together. The data suggested a taxonomy of types of 

MSA on which children focused as they wrote, which I present below in Table 18. Here I 

describe every type of MSA which occurred across the whole verbalisation and interview 

sample (n = 31).  
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Table 18 

Types of Metasemantic Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews  

Type of MSA Description 

Stream of 

consciousness 

monologue.  

 

Some children engaged in a stream of consciousness monologue, 

before they wrote, in which they rehearsed various ideas for 

inclusion in their texts. Sometimes, they said that they were 

conscious of thinking about translating their ideas into words.  

Inclusion of ideas. 

 

The children chose meanings for inclusion in their stories. Here 

is a list showing increasing sophistication of the subcategories of 

children’s statements about choosing meanings. 

1. They said they were choosing to write about an idea;  

2. They listed ideas among which they were choosing;  

3. They talked about selecting items of meaning which were 

important to the story;  

4. They said they represented an idea in the mind first and 

then made a decision about whether to use it or not;  

5. They talked about impact on the reader and choosing not to 

write something because it would be boring or irrelevant to 

the writing task. 

Differences between groups showed the children’s increasing 

self-awareness of how they chose an idea.  

Awareness of a 

mental 

representation 

before writing. 

 

The children described awareness of a mental image or a mental 

representation before writing. They talked about representing 

memories of a past experience in the mind before writing. They 

stated that writing enables us to see the representations of reality 

in the writer’s mind.  

Reviewing and 

checking ideas. 

 

Children’s approaches to reviewing are listed according to 

developing sophistication in the children’s increasingly abstract 

awareness of writing as an artefact. 

1. When reviewing and checking ideas many of the children 

chose the part of the writing that they liked, as if their 

language and the representation were the same thing. They 

did not differentiate between language and representation.  

2. They focused more on the writing thus showing more MLA 

when choosing the part of their writing they did not like.  

3. They focused on the writing, when asked about 

improvement.  

4. The children checked their writing for repetition.  

5. As part of review, they noticed meaning omissions which 

stopped the story from making sense and talked about 

checking to make sure the story made sense.  



121 

Type of MSA Description 

6. They described making mental representations of their texts 

as part of review. 

Adding detail. The children mentioned:  

• adding detail.  

• adding detail which was relevant to the story.  

expanding the text with new ideas. 

The writer’s 

relationship to the 

text. 

 

The children were conscious of the writer’s relationship to the 

text and stated the importance of the topic to the writer.  

They were aware of stating the writer’s point of view. The 

children were positioning themselves as a subject in relation to 

their texts and audience.  

The representation 

of natural time. 

 

The participants linked the order of their story to the 

representation of natural time in the experience they were 

recounting.  

They linked the end of the story to the end of an activity in 

natural time.  

For each type of MSA, first I contrast LWLM and HWHM children at Year 6. I remain 

within one year level to minimise the effects of changes in writing ability caused by time 

experiencing writing tuition at school. This recognises the potential impact of tuition in 

writing at school over time and the impact of out of school writing experiences in that 

time. Then, I trace the occurrence of the phenomena I describe throughout the whole 

sample. I follow this way of proceeding to make inferences from a large amount of data. 

6.2.2.1 Stream of consciousness monologue. The stream of consciousness 

monologue was when children related the ideas about which they thought of writing, 

without seeming to list or group them. It was included as MSA because they focused on 

the topic and began the process of selecting ideas about which they wished to talk in their 

writing. It was also a precursor for later MSA of ideas the children actually chose to 

include in their writing and to review. 

When contrasting LWLM and HWHM groups at Year 6, I found that one HWHM writer 

stated her ideas fluently orally, whilst the LWLM writers’ expression of ideas was more 

stilted: there seemed to be a connection between fluent oral expression of ideas and high-

scoring writing.  
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In the LWLM group, the stream of consciousness monologue was minimal and only in 

answer to a prompt: Daniel uttered one sentence to say what he was thinking of writing 

when asked to say what he was thinking, “I am thinking about writing when me and my 

family and some of our friends went on a snowboarding trip” (Participant 31, 2015). Eddie 

also uttered single clauses, “Going on the plane . . . Going to the wedding . . . And my 

second thing will be going to Capetown” (Participant 30, 2015). There might, however, 

have been some MLA which was not verbalised. The LWLM group might even be 

considered to have no stream of consciousness monologue at all since they were answering 

prompts.  

In contrast, Abby, in the HWHM group uttered a stream of a number of ideas about which 

she was thinking of writing. They were fluently and articulately expressed. Then she was 

able to choose one focus, hockey. Abby’s verbalisation of her ideas suggested that her 

fluent stream of consciousness expression of ideas might support her high-quality writing. 

This code is presented as a variable which is aside from or above others because it showed 

fluency of the child’s ability to express thought in words and included several other codes. 

Abby’s fluent verbalisation of her ideas was 701 words. This is an excerpt: 

I remember, on Saturday, when I went to a hockey tournament and I found it was 

fun because my dad brought me there and it was my very first time playing hockey 

because I had no experience with it until Mr Brian came in to our school and taught 

us all about hockey and he said that I was good and I enjoyed it and so I am doing a 

programme next term and the tournament I did was fun and I scored my very first 

goal which was very exciting and I enjoyed hockey and I hoped I can play it for a 

while and I also really want to play soccer for some reason because my sister plays 

and I played at her practise and I have done all sorts of things like that I find it very 

fun and yeah I forgot to clean my teeth this morning as well I got up late today 

because I was very tired from yesterday but then I had to do the dishes in a record 

time and then I helped my brother do his dishes and I had to eat breakfast while I 

was doing the dishes and I had to get dressed as soon as I woke up and make my 

bed and get all sorted and I only just managed to get to school and I was playing 

with my 2-year-old sister and um I was telling her about what she could show her 

friend when her friend came over today and we are egg sitting at school so we have 

to look after an egg and I remember telling her not to break it because if we break it 

we don’t get a second chance and it is for our KOS [keeping ourselves safe] seeing 
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what a parent’s work is like. Yeah if we had a child it could damage them or if 

something happened to the child and it could damage them and we have to get a 

babysitter if we are not looking after it ourselves and there’s like day care at school 

and it’s fun and I named my egg Charlie and . . .  

I’d like to write about when my dad took me to hockey and I played with my 

friend. (Participant 25, 2015) 

Her stream of ideas continued and she expressed multiple ideas about hockey that she 

could put in her writing. Abby was one of the highest achieving writers; her success 

suggested the stream of consciousness monologue enabled her to verbalise her ideas for 

later organisation and selection for inclusion.  

However, disconfirming evidence was also present. Edith, in the HWHM group, only 

verbalised one idea for the researcher: “When we went to Fiji and we went snorkling” 

(Participant 24, 2015) but she said, “Well you know when I write I think about all and 

everything that happened and how I felt and I think about everything we used” (Participant 

24, 2015) showing that fluent verbalisation of her ideas might be happening in her mind. 

Her writing was rated highly according to e-asTTle: writing (revised). This example of a 

participant who did not fit a pattern is characteristic of all the evidence I shall present and 

showed that MLA supporting access to literacy was individual for each child and did not 

necessarily fit a hypothetical progression, although patterns might be observed (Clay, 

1991).  

It seemed that a fluent stream of consciousness monologue prior to writing was a 

characteristic of many high writers. The pattern of oral expression of ideas prior to writing 

seemed evident in transcripts from the remaining year levels and profile groups. In order 

dialectically to engage etic, numerical data with the emic textual data, the amount of 

stream of consciousness utterance was measured in words. At Year 3, most children did 

some stream of consciousness reflection on what they were going to write, but Evelyn, a 

HWLM child, had the most at 194 words. At Year 4, HWHM writers had the most words: 

Emily had 361 words and Briar 278 words. At Year 5, Sara, a HWLM child had 216 words 

and Liam, a HWHM writer had 300 words. There was evidence of some stream of 

consciousness in lower writers, but the utterances were much shorter. For example, Daniel, 

at Year 6, had 20 words. Eight low-achieving writers out of 16, 26 % of the whole sample, 

had no verbalised stream of consciousness at all.  
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Further disconfirming evidence, however, occurred in two transcripts. Vincent, a Year 4, 

LWLM child had 406 words of stream of consciousness. Macey, a Year 3 LWLM child, 

had 150 words.  

In order to test whether there was a relationship between stream of consciousness words 

and writing achievement, Spearman’s Rho correlation was carried out; significance was set 

at <.05. The result was rs = .11 (n=31) which was not significant (p = .54). Whilst there 

was no statistically significant evidence of a relationship between stream of consciousness 

word numbers and writing achievement, some semblance of a relationship was visible in 

the scatter plot (Figure 2). The presence of outliers may have affected this result, for 

example, Vincent, the LWLM child, mentioned previously, who scored 406 stream of 

consciousness words. There were other outliers as well. The pattern in the scatter plot 

seemed to reflect the varied processes in which children engage when beginning to write. 

Some are orally voluble about their ideas and some prefer just to write. The variability in 

children’s choice to verbalise ideas before writing was not consistently related to writing 

or MLA achievement profile.  
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Figure 2: Relationship between Writing Achievement and number of Stream of 

Consciousness words. 

6.2.2.2 Choosing ideas. Several examples show how the children’s MLA was 

influenced by sociocultural context. Their choices of ideas to include were influenced by 

their social roles and relationships in family, community and school. The decisions they 

made were influenced by the importance of play.  

Daniel, writing about snowboarding, excluded a story about a snowboarding accident he 

had because he thought it would diminish him in the estimation of his peers. He had a 

reputation as a cool snowboarder to uphold. He left out “The part when I went on the ramp 

which was so high up and then fell on my arm but I didn’t write it in because I didn’t 

really want people to know that had happened” (Participant 31, 2015) 

Ada, writing about her first day at school, wrote about her family relationships. She 

described the support of her family as she went to school for the first day. She also 

described the support of new friends as she settled in. Ada expressed a sense of loss when 

the new friends began to leave her out of their games. 

When my whole family came and supported me for an hour and how they helped 

me with stuff that I didn’t know and I didn’t understand anything they would be on 
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my side all the time. And when I didn’t have a desk to sit on my friend Ava letted 

me sit on her desk next to her and when it was lunch they went back home and I 

was and my friend Ava supported me . . . I really liked it when my friend Shonell 

and Ava they played with me at lunch and they never left me out of anything until 

now. (Participant 12, 2015) 

Mia described the importance of a magical tree, a real tree in Auckland’s Domain. She 

described the importance to her of the imaginary game she and her sisters played in the 

tree. “Well, there is a special tree that we have in town in the wintergarden. It has kind of 

been split in half and it’s kind of green, grey colour and it is really fun . . . we play games 

in the tree” (Participant 19, 2015). 

The children showed in the choices they made of ideas to include the importance of family 

and peer relationships and the importance of play in influencing expressions of MLA. 

6.2.2.3 Listing ideas to include in the story. Creating a list of ideas implied 

choosing items for inclusion and beginning to impose some order on the ideas and was a 

strategy employed by some children. Although most of the children listed ideas for 

inclusion in their stories, there seemed to be differences in the fluency with which listed 

ideas were expressed, between the LWLM and HWHM Year 6 groups I have been 

contrasting. However, there were some successful writers who wrote fluently without 

listing ideas iterating that whilst there may be a pattern there will always be some children 

who did not conform.  

Daniel, a Year 6 LWLM child, laboriously produced a simply expressed list of ideas about 

which to write: “I am thinking about the memories I had . . . When I jumped on this ramp 

with my snow board and then I fell on my arm . . . Thinking about how I climbed the ice 

and I kept on sliding down with some friends and it was fun . . . I quickly packed 

everything got ready and we started to drive off” (Participant 31, 2015). 

Abby, in the Year 6 HWHM group, in contrast, produced a stream of ideas, articulately 

expressed, for example, one idea was: “the ball went into the goal and . . . my heart leapt 

as I found I scored my very first goal” (Participant 25, 2015). She was also conscious of 

having fruitful ideas to include in her writing: “Because I guess I could say a long story out 

of each of these like say next time I am doing the hockey I could say quite a bit about what 

I am doing” (Participant 25, 2015). Edith in the Year 6 HWHM group (Participant 24, 

2015) also listed her ideas. 
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Considering the rest of the sample, all the children were successful in producing a piece of 

writing. Nineteen children out of 31, 61% of the sample, listed their ideas before writing 

(Table 19).  

Table 19 

Numbers of Children who List Ideas 

 Listed ideas Did not list ideas Total in group 

High writing high MLA 5 3 8 

High writing low MLA 5 3 8 

Low writing high MLA 4 3 7 

Low writing low MLA 5 3 8 

Total 19 12 31 

There were some writers, however, who wrote spontaneously as if they were talking. 

Mary, for example, in the Year 5, HWLM group, who had an idea about her special tree 

and wrote fluently without listing or planning. This reflected the notion, mentioned 

previously, that children were on different paths to accomplishment in writing and there 

were always examples which did not follow the trend.  

6.2.2.4 Selecting ideas which are important to the story. A Year 6 LWLM writer 

and a Year 6 HWHM writer talked about considering whether ideas were important to the 

story they were telling.  

Talk about choosing ideas which the children considered would be important to the 

development of the story line only occurred in seven transcripts, 23% of writers. All were 

Year 4 or older. However, these children who considered ideas which were important to 

the storyline were spread fairly evenly across profile groups (Table 20). 

Table 20 

Numbers of Children Who Chose Ideas That Were Important to the Story 

 Chose important 

ideas 

Did not talk about 

important ideas 

Total 

High writing high MLA 2 6 8 

High writing low MLA 2 6 8 

Low writing high MLA 1 6 7 

Low writing low MLA 2 6 8 

Total 7 24 31 

6.2.2.5 Reviewing and checking ideas. Spontaneous review of writing only 

occurred in the HWHM group at Year 6. There was no evidence of the Year 6 LWLM 
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children reviewing their texts. Abby (HWHM) spontaneously reviewed her writing to 

check her ideas and to make sure she had not repeated herself, “I was . . . going back to my 

writing to see what I had written in case it sounded that I was saying the same thing 

repetitively” (Participant 25, 2015). She noticed when she missed ideas that she expressed 

in her initial stream of consciousness monologue and went back and inserted them in her 

text. 

Can I go write a line and do a bit more? . . . I feel I didn’t do, I didn’t say as much 

as I could of . . . I am thinking about my hockey stick and that I because I it is new 

and I just bought it and um it is much better lighter and smaller than our old than 

the school’s old hockey sticks than this one and I find this one is much easier and 

better to use (Participant 25, 2015). 

Abby also explained that she imaged her text as she reviewed it to make sure she had 

expressed clearly what she wished to say: “When I am reading it I am imaging what 

happened and what it was like and how I felt on the actual day” (Participant 25, 2015). 

In the whole verbalisation and interview sample, only two other children spontaneously 

reviewed their writing: Flora, Year 3 and Anne, Year 5. Both children were HWHM. 

Whilst three is too small a number to report a tendency, the tendency in the verbalisation 

and interview sample was for children not to review their texts spontaneously, to check 

their ideas, and these HWHM children were notable for doing this. 

6.2.2.6 The writing is the experience. This section refers to point one, Reviewing 

and Checking ideas, in Table 18. When asked to make positive comments about their 

writing, only high-achieving writers were able to make metalinguistic comments. This 

ability to separate text and referent (Gombert, 1992) seemed to characterise differences 

between profile groups and showed a developing ability to attend to language as an object. 

Many children in the verbalisation and interview sample seemed to view the writing as the 

same as the experience they were recounting. When the researcher asked the children to 

say what they liked about their writing, 21 out of 31 (68%) chose the part of the experience 

they liked, even when asked a second time, to tell me what you like about the writing. 

Only 10 children out of 31 (32%), commented on the written representation. Six of those 

10 children (19% or 6 out of 31) were HWHM. Four out of the 10 children (13% or 4 out 

of 31) were HWLM. All the children seemed to understand the question. They referred 

either to the writing or to the experience they recounted.  
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When asked to say what they did not like about the writing, more children talked about the 

writing itself: 17 children out of 31 (55%), talked about the writing. Six low writers 

commented on the writing (three LWHM and three LWLM). Eleven children out of 31 

(35%) commented on the experience. Three children out of 31 (10%), could not find 

anything in their writing or experience that they did not like.  

When asked how to improve their writing, most of the children in the sample made 

metalinguistic comments. When the researcher asked the children to say what they might 

improve in their writing, 97% (30 out of 31) suggested improvements to their writing. One 

child did not want to make an improvement either to his writing or his experience.  

6.2.2.7 Awareness of a mental representation before writing. Awareness of a 

mental representation before writing seemed to be evidence of a more abstract type of 

MSA. Differences between the profile groups showed differing types of MSA from 

spontaneous talk and writing of meanings to a more sophisticated awareness of the 

separation between writing and mental representation.  

Children in both of the Year 6 LWLM and HWHM groups showed awareness of a mental 

representation before writing. Daniel, in the Year 6, LWLM group, showed awareness of 

calling to mind memories between which he will choose to use in his writing: “I am 

thinking about the memories I had” (Participant 31, 2015). He also described creating text 

in the mind, “I decide by using it in my mind first so . . . I write it [the sentence] down in 

my mind and see . . . if it [the sentence] looks good or not and I make the decision if I 

could use it or not” (Participant 31, 2015). This MSA from a LWLM child only occurred 

at Year 6.  

Abby, in the HWHM group said that she imaged events before writing them: 

Um, I thought about the time when I did it, the time when I got compliments. 

People started running on towards me and complimenting me and I imaged that and 

I thought of what happened next when we started spreading out and when and how 

I never scored another goal but what I did, instead of not did. (Participant 25, 2015) 

Apart from Daniel, only children in the high writing or high metalinguistic groups 

mentioned imaging ideas in the mind before writing them, as Table 21 shows. 
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Table 21 

Number of Children who Talked About Awareness of a Mental Image Before Writing 

Year Level Group 

 High Writing 

High 

Metalinguistic 

High Writing 

Low 

Metalinguistic 

Low Writing 

High 

Metalinguistic 

Low Writing 

Low 

Metalinguistic 

Year 3 0 1 0 0 

Year 4 1 0 0 0 

Year 5 0 0 0 0 

Year 6 1 1 0 1 

Total in group 8 8 7 8 

Evelyn, a Year 3, HWLM child talked about imagining: “I will imagine that I was I am in 

it right now so, like, I will still be writing and talking but I will imagine in my head that I 

am there” (Participant 4, 2015). 

Briar a Year 4, HWHM child talked about picturing in her mind; she said:  

I was thinking about the time and I was picturing in my head what happened and I 

was really thinking of what happened what I did and what everyone else around me 

did. What I saw, what I felt and things like that (Participant 9, 2015).  

Jade, Year 6, HWLM, talked about her memories by saying, “many things were coming up 

in my mind” (Participant 27, 2015).  

Many of the children mentioned “thinking” and “remembering” but only the five named 

above talked about attending to a mental representation. Four out of the 5 were high-

achieving writers. This attention to a mental representation by a small number of children 

suggests that it may be a sophisticated type of MSA which may be related to writing 

achievement. The differences between profile groups may show development of MSA 

towards greater sophistication, evidenced by the children’s attention to the separation 

between mental representation and text. 

6.2.2.8 Adding detail. Adding detail to improve writing quality seemed to be a 

theme which was mentioned ubiquitously across all the class levels and groups. Although 

more children in the HWHM group talked about adding detail, almost as many children in 

the LWLM groups mentioned adding detail, as Table 22 shows:  
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Table 22 

Number of Children Who Talked About Adding Detail to Their Writing 

Year Level Groups 

 High Writing 

High 

Metalinguistic 

High Writing 

Low 

Metalinguistic 

Low Writing 

High 

Metalinguistic 

Low Writing 

Low 

Metalinguistic 

Year 3 0 1 0 0 

Year 4 2 0 0 1 

Year 5 2 2 1 2 

Year 6 1 0 0 1 

Total in group 8 8 7 8 

There was, however, a qualitative difference between the Year 6 writers I am contrasting, 

concerning their understanding of what adding detail might mean. Eddie, a Year 6 LWLM 

child was conscious that adding detail might make his story better but he did not show any 

awareness of making choices to shape the story according to what was relevant to the 

reader’s understanding of the setting of the events. He did not attend to conveying the 

message the writer wished to communicate. He said, 

I could add a little bit more detail in because I have just said that we went to dinner 

at Dunes. I haven’t actually said what we did at Dunes and stuff. So I can add a 

little bit more of some detail to make it better. (Participant 30, 2015) 

In contrast, Abby, a Year 6 HWHM child, talked about adding detail which was relevant to 

the story and considered whether she should add particular details or not according to what 

she thought her audience should know:  

I was concentrating on . . . what should [be told] in detail what I should add or what 

I shouldn’t add . . . and if it is relevant to the story or the idea I am talking about or 

if it’s not relevant . . . I try to put detail but not too much detail enough relevant to 

the story. (Participant 25, 2015) 

She considered her readers’ needs and responses carefully.  

Only the Year 6 HWHM child, out of the 13 who mentioned adding detail, seemed to 

consider what adding detail might mean for the reader. In general, the children mentioned 

adding detail without saying how that might improve their writing. When asked how she 

might improve her writing, Emily, a Year 4 HWHM child said: “Maybe add a bit more 

detail” (Participant 8, 2015). In the same group, Briar said: “[I] Put as much detail as I 

could” (Participant 9, 2015). Sam, Year 5 LWLM, said: “you don’t need to fill in every 

small detail” (Participant 22, 2015) indicating that he thought less detail was preferable. 
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Liam, Year 5 HWHM, indicated that “adding detail” (Participant 16, 2015) had been 

included as part of a review checklist in his class. If adding detail was being taught, that 

may account for why the phrase occurred repeatedly but all except one of the children did 

not explain what adding detail meant. They did not relate the reason for adding detail to 

their readers’ needs; they only conceived that it somehow made the writing better. The 

children indicated that their notion of adding detail was a response to teaching.  

6.2.2.9 The writer’s relationship to the text. High-achieving writers showed that 

they understood that their point of view was constructed in their writing; they viewed the 

writing as a separate entity to their thought. Edith, Year 6 HWHM, perceived the 

distinction between writing and thought. She described writing as a reflection of what she 

was thinking, indicating a consciousness that writing and representation were separate. 

However, she assumed that the writing expressed the representations in her mind clearly. 

She thought that she wrote “so you can see what I am thinking” (Participant 24, 2015). 

Abby, Year 6 HWHM, said that she struggled with putting her ideas into words, indicating 

an awareness of the separation between text and representation, “I didn’t really know . . . 

how to say it” (Participant 25, 2015).  

The contrast between the LWLM and the HWHM Year 6 writers suggested differences in 

the type of MSA expressed. The two low-achieving writers told their knowledge; using a 

first-person speaker and point of view was merely implicit. For example, Eddie wrote, “I 

went to South Africa to celebrate my uncle’s wedding” (Participant 30, 2015). The writing 

was a representation of their experience. The Year 6 HWHM children showed 

understanding that writing is distinct from experience, an object in itself, and stated the 

relationship between the writing and the writer. Abby said, “I wrote this because I . . . 

started to be quite, really quite serious about hockey and I think that it would be quite an 

important piece of writing for me because it could be like how I started hockey and this is 

why I started it” (Participant 25, 2015). She saw the text as constructing her identity and 

her relationship to her sport. She also showed that she understood that the writer had a 

point of view which was constructed in the text, “I said what I felt like and my point of 

view” (Participant 25, 2015).  

Throughout the remainder of the sample, there was only one other writer who expressed 

her relationship to the text. Mary, Year 5 HWLM, explained her emotional attachment to a 

favourite tree in the park where she played a special game and showed that she understood 

that her writing explained what the tree meant to her. The writing “kind of explains the 
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part of the tree that’s most close to my heart and I like it and I like calling it the family 

tree” (Participant 19, 2015). The game took place as part of a family picnic and Mary 

showed that she understood that the writing had the power to remind her of how she felt 

when the picnic had been devoured: “Whenever I read it and think about it I kind of feel an 

emptiness and I just really like food and I don’t want it to be gone” (Participant 19, 2015). 

6.2.3 The relationship between MSA and writing achievement. 

In order dialectically to engage the emic textual data with etic numeric data, after the data 

were collected and analysed it became evident that mentions of MSA in the verbalisations 

and interviews could be counted. The mentions of MSA were counted on a child-by-child 

basis. A hypothesis was formed that there might be a relationship between quantities of 

mentions of MSA and writing achievement. In order to test whether there was a 

relationship between numbers of MSA mentions and writing achievement, a Spearman’s 

Rho Correlation Coefficient calculation was carried out. Significance was set at <.05. The 

results were rs = - .02 (the test returned a two-tailed value of p = .9). The result was not 

statistically significant so the notion that there was no relationship was retained. This result 

will be discussed subsequently and shows that all children were employing MSA as they 

wrote. The qualitative results revealed that the types of MSA writers at different stages of 

development expressed showed differences in abstraction and sophistication in their 

perception of language. 

6.3 Metalexical Awareness 

6.3.1 Introduction. 

MLXA was the children’s attention to the word as a unit of meaning and a concept. When 

showing MLXA, some children separated word and referent. Whilst it might be seen as 

part of metasemantic awareness (Gombert, 1992), MLXA was treated as a separate 

category because of the children’s emphasis on the word, in their verbalisations and 

interviews, in the verbalisation and interview sample (n=31). None of Gombert’s (1992) 

categories was mutually exclusive, but the data suggested the facets of language that the 

children attended to most as they wrote, at any given moment in time. MSA, MLXA and 

MEA were conceptually quite close but the children seemed to attend most to the type of 

MLA coded for each utterance.  

In this section of the chapter, the nature of the data suggested that the MLXA of the whole 

verbalisation and interview sample should be reported in each subcategory, in order to 
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depict patterns that occurred. Accordingly, the logic of the presentation of the results 

differs in this category from the three other categories reported in this chapter. 

6.3.2 Types of metalexical awareness. 

The types of MLXA the children showed are depicted in Table 23. 

Table 23 

Types of Metalexical Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews  

Type of MLXA Explanation 

Understands the concept word. 

 

The child verbalised a concept for a word. 

She/he may have just mentioned words.  

Able to name types of words including 

using metalanguage. 

The child used metalanguage to name types 

of words. The child named and explained 

figures of speech. 

Awareness of more complex 

vocabulary. 

The child talked about improving writing by 

choosing more sophisticated and 

‘interesting’ or ‘exciting’ vocabulary items.  

Precision of expression. The child talked about choosing a word 

because its meaning was more precise and 

better represented the writer’s intention or 

image of an object. 

Emotive force of words. 

 

The child talked about using specific words 

which were emotive to evoke a feeling in the 

reader. 

The child talked about specific words which 

expressed the writer’s feelings. 

Attention to sense. 

 

The child talked about choosing words 

which made more sense. 

Imagery. 

 

The child referred to imagery and words 

were chosen to build a picture in the reader’s 

mind 

Avoiding repetition. 

 

The child talked about choosing different 

words so she/he was not repeating words. 

Deixis. 

 

The child chose words because they pointed 

to an aspect of the context. 

Writing word by word. 

 

The child talked about running out of words; 

or whilst writing, thinking of the words 

she/he will use. 

6.3.2.1 Understands the concept word. The number of children who demonstrated 

an understanding of a concept word, by talking about words, was 26 out of 31, 84%. All 

the children in the HWHM groups talked about words. The children who mentioned words 

were evenly spread across the other profile groups. This code is presented as a variable 
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which is aside from or above others because it showed the various ways the children 

attended to the concept word. 

They demonstrated an understanding of the concept word in various ways: in the lowest 

Year 3 LWLM group, Macey said, “I am thinking of my words that I am going to write” 

(Participant 7, 2015). Some children thought about the emotive power of their words: a 

Year 5, high writer said, “I put frightened because I felt that that would show them that I 

was quite terrified” (Participant 18, 2015). A Year 6 LWHM writer verbalised awareness 

of words creating images, “When people read it, they would get a more clear image of 

what things would look like” (Participant 29, 2015). A Year 6 HWLM child chose deictic 

words. Pointing to an aspect of the context precisely, Caden said “I changed it to whole 

family instead of we because it’s the whole family and we don’t know who we is” 

(Participant 26, 2015). A Year 6 HWLM child talked about translation (Myhill, 2009), 

thinking word by word what they were saying, “I am thinking of the words that I will use. 

I am thinking about the next words” (Participant 27, 2015). A Year 6 HWHM child talked 

about avoiding repetition, “I was trying to have different words so I don’t repeat the same 

words again because if it is repetitive it will sound quite weird I guess . . . I want to use 

different types of vocabulary” (Participant 25, 2015). Table 24 shows the numbers of 

children in each group who demonstrated having a concept for a word. 

Table 24 

Numbers of Children Whose Metalinguistic Awareness Mentions Demonstrated an 

Understanding of the Concept Word 

 Demonstrated a 

concept word 

Did not mention 

words 

Total in group 

High writing high MLA 8 0 8 

High writing low MLA 6 2 8 

Low writing high MLA 5 2 7 

Low writing low MLA 6 2 8 

Total 25 6 31 

6.3.2.2 Able to name types of words including using metalanguage. The children 

who used metalanguage to refer to words numbered 8 out of 31, 26%. All the children 

were Year 4 or older and four were in an HWHM group; the other children, except one, 

were in high-scoring writing or high metalinguistic groups; there was one Year 6 LWLM 

child.  
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The children referred to vocabulary, adjectives, generalisers, verbs and descriptive words. 

One child in the Year 6 HWLM group named figures of speech: he said he could “add 

more language features like onomatopoieas [sic] . . . metaphors and verbs” (Participant 26, 

2015) and he was able to explain onomatopoeia. The children’s use of metalanguage in 

this category was spontaneous. Table 25 shows the number of children who mentioned 

metalanguage in each profile group and the number of mentions in which metalanguage 

was used. 

Table 25 

Numbers of Children who Spontaneously Mentioned Metalanguage to Talk about Words 

 Used metalanguage 

Child (number of times 

mentioned) 

Did not use 

metalanguage 

Total in 

group 

High writing high MLA 5 (8) 3 8 

High writing low MLA 1 (1) 7 8 

Low writing high MLA 1 (2) 6 7 

Low writing low MLA 1 (3) 7 8 

Total 8 (14) 23 31 

The types of metalanguage remained uniform, focused on adjectives, describing or 

descriptive words with the exception that one Year 6 HWLM child knew the names of two 

types of figurative language and one Year 6 HWHM used the term vocabulary. The Year 4 

HWHM children said they could use “adjectives and generalisers” (Participant 8, 2015) or 

“more descriptive language” (Participant 9, 2015). A Year 6 LWLM child thought he 

could use “describing” or “really descriptive words” (Participant 30, 2015). A Year 6 

HWHM child said she could “think about descriptive words” (Participant 24, 2015).  

6.3.2.3 Awareness of more complex vocabulary. Children across all the profile 

groups, 15 out of 31, 48%, talked about improving writing by choosing more sophisticated 

vocabulary items which they referred to as “interesting” and “exciting” (Participant 24, 

2015) words. There was some evidence that they chose Latinate vocabulary as more 

sophisticated. A Year 3 HWLM child, for example, replaced “Funny” derived from the 

United States with “hilarious” from the Latin hilaris (Participant 3, 2015) because hilarious 

sounded more interesting. The word “exhausted” from the Latin “exhaurire” was chosen 

instead of “tired” from the Old English “teorian” (Participant 15, 2015).  

The mentions of seeking more complex vocabulary numbered 48 out of a total of 133 

MLXA mentions (36%). High-achieving writers mentioned choosing more complex 
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vocabulary more frequently: 40 out of 48 mentions, 83%, were from high-achieving 

writers. The HWHM groups had the most children commenting on striving for more 

complex vocabulary. One Year 6 HWHM child, for example, differentiated between 

common usage high-frequency words and “having the vocabulary a bit more up to the next 

level because that will make your writing that much more better” (Participant 25, 2015). 

There were fewer mentions by low-achieving writers; the LWLM children who mentioned 

choosing more complex vocabulary were Year 4 or older.  

Table 26 shows the numbers of children who sought more complex vocabulary and the 

number of mentions: 

Table 26 

Numbers of Children Who Talked About Using More Complex Vocabulary 

 Sought more complex 

vocabulary 

Child (number of 

times mentioned)  

Did not seek more 

complex vocabulary  

Total in 

group 

High writing high MLA 6 (20) 2 8 

High writing low MLA 5 (20) 3 8 

Low writing high MLA 2 (3) 5 7 

Low writing low MLA 2 (5) 6 8 

Total 15 (48) 16 31 

6.3.2.4 Precision of expression. A number of children, 12 out of 31 (39%), talked 

about choosing a word because its meaning was more precise and better represented their 

meaning (Table 27). The total number of mentions was 22. The greatest number of 

children and mentions were in HWHM groups. The children who thought about precision 

were mostly high writers and high metalinguistic children. The only LWLM child was 

Year 5. 

The way the children thought about precision did not seem to differ greatly between year 

levels or profile groups. Flora in the Year 3 HWHM group, for example, changed put to 

set, “Because I didn’t think put was the right word, I wrote set” (Participant 2, 2015) as it 

better represented the way her mother “set” up the picnic. A Year 5 LWLM child was 

precise about the “rock garden” (Participant 22, 2015) ski chair lift he went on. A Year 6 

HWHM child said, “I changed went to swam because like they swam over to it. They 

didn’t, like, just go” (Participant 24, 2015). Table 27 shows the number of children and 

mentions referring to using precise words: 



138 

Table 27 

Numbers of Children Who Mentioned Using Precise Words 

 Chose a more 

precise word 

Child (number of 

times mentioned) 

Did not talk about 

choosing more 

precise words  

Total in group 

High writing high MLA 5 (12) 2 8 

High writing low MLA 2 (4) 6 8 

Low writing high MLA 4 (5) 3 7 

Low writing low MLA 1 (1) 7 8 

Total 12 (22) 18 31 

6.3.2.5 Emotive words. Five children talked about using words to evoke an 

emotional reaction in the reader or to express their own feelings. They were in the Year 3 

HWHM, the Year 5 HWLM, the Year 5 HWHM and the Year 6 LWHM groups. 

Therefore, they were all either high-scoring writers, high metalinguistic or both. There 

were seven MLA mentions in which emotive force was mentioned. 

Flora, Year 3 HWHM, commented on her choice of the word magical, “Because I thought 

that the day that we went on a picnic in the weekend was magical” (Participant 2, 2015). 

Sara, Year 5 HWLM, thought hard about conveying the right amount of fear. She rejected 

the word scared, “but they might think I was just a little scared or very scared or too scared 

or anything so I put frightened because I felt that that would show them that I was quite 

terrified” (Participant 18, 2015). Mary, Year 5 HWLM, selected as evocative the words 

food’s gone because they conveyed her passion for the food on her picnic: “Researcher: . . 

. which words evoke that feeling? Probably "food’s gone" (Participant 19, 2015). A Year 5 

HWHM child differentiated between “wanted” and “tempted” because of the connotations 

he assumed for each word: “tempted is a better word than wanted because wanted sounds 

selfish but tempted was ooh I really wanted to ride the bike” (Participant 16, 2015). 

6.3.2.6 Attention to words which affect the sense of the utterance. The children 

talked about attending particularly to words, and choosing individual words which affected 

the sense of the utterance (rather than attending to the sentence, which was coded in 

metasyntactic awareness). This type of attention occurred in low- and high-profile groups: 

the Year 3 HWHM; Year 4 LWLM, LWHM and HWHM; Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

groups. There were 12 mentions. Adele in the Year 3 HWHM group, for example, disliked 

the expression “this way and that way . . . Because it doesn’t sound right” (Participant 1, 

2015). A Year 4 LWLM child was particular about putting “and” in “Because it didn’t 
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make any sense” (Participant 14, 2015). A Year 4 HWHM child evaluated her writing and 

said, “I don’t think that word is right” (Participant 9, 2015). A Year 6 LWLM writer said, 

“I can put better words in that make more sense than the words I have already got in” 

(Participant 30, 2015). A Year 6 HWHM child said she changed “put” because it “sounded 

better for that sentence” (Participant 24, 2015).  

Table 28 

Numbers of Children who Attended to Using Words Which Made Better Sense 

 Chose a word which 

affected the sense 

Child (number of 

times mentioned) 

Did not talk about 

choosing words 

which affects sense  

Total in 

group 

High writing high MLA 5(8) 3 8 

High writing low MLA 0 8 8 

Low writing high MLA 1 (1) 6 7 

Low writing low MLA 2 (3) 6 8 

Total 8 (12) 23 31 

6.3.2.7 Imagery. Only one child referred to creating imagery with his words: 

Lance, Year 6 LWHM said, “When people read [more descriptive words] . . . they would 

get a more clear image of what things would look like” (Participant 29, 2015). Two, Year 

3, HWHM children chose words which were clearly picked to create an image but did not 

articulate their consciousness of choosing words to build a picture in the reader’s mind. 

Adele chose the word soft (Participant 1, 2015) to create a clearer picture of the rabbit she 

had seen because it was more interesting and Flora chose the word magical (Participant 2, 

2015) to evoke the ambience of her weekend picnic. All the children attending to imagery 

were high metalinguistic children. 

6.3.2.8 Avoiding repetition of words. Three children talked about avoiding 

repetition of words in their writing. They were in the Year 4 LWHM and the Year 6 

HWLM and HWHM groups and this seemed to be a type of attention to words only paid 

by high-achieving writing or high metalinguistic children. There were seven mentions; five 

of them were from a Year 6 HWHM child. She was very attentive to avoiding repetition. 

She mentioned it five times, for example, she said, “or try to use different vocabulary each 

time you are trying to say the same thing . . . I was thinking about not having the same 

vocabulary” (Participant 25, 2015). 
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6.3.2.9 Word by word writing. Four children referred to writing word by word to 

express their ideas. Two were HWLM at Years 6 and 3. Two were LWLM at Years 4 and 

3. Two had English as an additional language. One of children who talked about thinking 

word by word about what she was writing was one of the lowest scoring, youngest writers: 

Macey, in the Year 3 LWLM group said, “I am thinking of my words that I am going to 

write and then I am thinking of the next word and the next word” (Participant 7, 2015) 

indicating that she was translating her ideas word by word. Another Year 3 HWLM child 

expressed being lost for words, “I don’t know what to write because like I ran out of 

words” (Participant 3, 2015), suggesting that he was writing word by word. A Year 4 

LWLM, English as a second language child said he was concentrating on writing “my 

words in English” (Participant 14, 2015). When asked how he would improve his writing 

he said he would “change the words” (Participant 14, 2015). A Year 6 HWLM child, for 

whom English was an additional language also said, “I am thinking of the words that I will 

use . . . I am thinking about the next words [I am concentrating on] . . . The words I am 

writing” (Participant 27, 2015). Table 29 shows the numbers of children who mentioned 

writing word by word. 

Table 29 

Numbers of Children Who Talked about Writing Word by Word 

 Writing word by word 

Child (number of 

times mentioned) 

Did not talk about 

writing word by 

word  

Total in 

group 

High writing high MLA 0 8 8 

High writing low MLA 2 (5) 6 8 

Low writing high MLA 0  7 7 

Low writing low MLA 2 (2) 6 8 

Total 4(7) 27 31 

6.3.3 The relationship between MLXA and writing achievement. 

The numbers of mentions of words from children who were in high writing or high 

metalinguistic groups suggested a hypothesis that there might be a relationship between 

talking about and attending to words and writing achievement. In order to test the notion 

that there was a relationship, Spearman’s Rho correlation between writing achievement 

and numbers of MLXA mentions in the verbalisation and interview sample (n=31) was 

carried out. The result, rs=.51 showed a statistically significant, moderate relationship 

between the number of mentions about words and writing achievement. Significance was 

set at <.05 and the test returned a significance p = .003. The results showed that the idea 
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that there was no relationship could be rejected. Most of the children mentioned thinking 

about words but the results of statistical testing suggested that talking (and thinking) more 

about words was related to higher quality writing.  

6.4 Metaemotive Awareness 

6.4.1 Introduction. 

MEA was a code which derived from the children’s expressions of their awareness of their 

own emotions and the emotive power of texts, in the interviews and transcripts of the 

children in the verbalisation and interview sample. It seemed to be the impetus for their 

writing, therefore a MEA code was needed. The children were attentive to the emotive 

quality of their written language, desiring to express their feelings and for readers to feel 

what the writer was feeling. Theoretically, the category encompasses Jakobson’s (1960) 

emotive function of language which relates to the emotions of the addressor. It is also 

based on the literary notion of emotive language which influences the reader’s emotions 

(Abrams & Harpham, 2012). 

The children wrote about topics that were emotionally powerful for them. They attended to 

the emotive qualities of their writing and inferred that writing should not be “boring” 

(Participant 1, 2015), “basic” (Participant 9, 2015) or “plain” (Participant 17, 2015). Their 

thinking was focused on their own emotions in the younger profile groups and the older 

LWLM profile groups; they tried to articulate what they were feeling. In the higher age 

groups, HWHM children thought about the emotive impact of their texts upon the reader 

and they were able to articulate how they wanted their readers to feel. They tried to make 

the reader feel what they were feeling.  

6.4.2 Types of metaemotive awareness. 

There were subtle qualitative differences in the children’s expression of MEA. Differences 

occurred between writing which was emotive for the child writer to writing which was 

evocative for the reader, from writer focused thinking to reader focused thinking (Kellogg, 

2008). The children who showed more sophisticated MEA reported on the effect of their 

writing on themselves, when they read their own texts; they considered the emotion their 

writing might evoke in readers. Table 30 contains descriptions of the categories. 
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Table 30 

Types of Metaemotive Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews 

Type of MEA Description 

Choosing topics which were 

emotive for the child writer. 

 

The child said she/he was:  

• expressing or thinking about how much fun the 

experience was. 

• choosing a topic which was close to her/his 

heart, special to the writer, because the writer 

really liked it or because it was something 

she/he loved. 

• writing about a best friend. 

• writing about something the writer wanted. 

• writing about a topic which was interesting to 

the writer. 

• writing or eliminating something because it was 

boring. 

Expressing the child 

writer’s feelings. 

The child said she/he was: 

• writing about what makes the writer happy. 

• choosing to write about a topic because it was 

annoying. 

• choosing to write about a topic because it was 

funny. 

• writing about a topic which was sad. 

• writing about a topic which was important. 

• writing about a topic which scared the writer. 

• writing about a topic about which they felt 

excited or because the experience was exciting.  

Text focused emotive 

thinking. 

 

• The child talked about choosing particular 

language features to express emotion. 

The child writer talked 

about evoking feelings in 

the reader. 

 

The child talked about:  

• choosing to write about a topic to get the reader 

to feel how much she/he liked it and how much 

it matters. 

• impressing upon the reader how amazing 

something is. 

 • trying to make the story entertaining for the 

reader. 

• trying to make a topic sound exciting to the 

reader. 

• disliking the writing because it is boring, 

uninteresting or not exciting for the reader. 

• wanting to make people feel that they want to 

read the story. 

• using a lot of expression. 

• trying to impress the reader. 

• sharing feelings with the reader. 
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There was a small amount of data in the MEA category. Where I can, I follow the logic of 

the MSA section and compare and contrast the Year 6 LWLM and HWHM groups first. 

Then I trace the comparisons and contrasts through the remainder of the sample. 

6.4.2.1 Choosing topics which were emotive for the child writer. Children across 

the profile groups chose topics about which they felt strongly. A Year 6 LWLM writer 

chose a topic, snowboarding, that he thought was “fun” (Participant 31, 2015). The Year 6 

HWHM writer chose a topic which she loved, “hockey” (Participant 25, 2015). A Year 6 

HWLM writer “chose the most annoying bits” (Participant 26, 2015) of his trip to 

Wellington, strong emotions he experienced because of the annoying behaviour of his 

siblings. A Year 4 HWLM child wrote about her grandmother’s funeral because it was sad.  

6.4.2.2 Expressing the child writer’s feelings. The children from each profile 

group talked about expressing their feelings through their writing. Daniel, a Year 6 LWLM 

writer, expressed his feelings in his emotive thinking. He thought “about how excited I 

was” about his experience. He chose to write about “the way I felt” (Participant 31, 2015). 

Abby, Year 6 HWHM, focused on her own feelings of excitement, enjoyment and that her 

hockey experience was “very exciting and I enjoyed hockey . . . I find it very fun” 

(Participant 25, 2015).  

In the remainder of the sample, Jade, a Year 6 HWLM writer, only thought about 

expressing her own feelings. She considered “how I felt when they were killing some pigs” 

(Participant 27, 2015). She said she “felt really sad because I love animals” (Participant 27, 

2015). Caden, Year 6 HWLM, wrote about his trip to Wellington because his siblings were 

so annoying: “I chose the most annoying bits” (Participant 26, 2015). Sara, Year 5 

HWLM, wrote “about if I was excited or scared or all of them at the same time” 

(Participant 18, 2015).  

The Year 4 LWHM writers focused on portraying their own feelings; one said she wrote to 

show “That I really liked it when my friend Shonell and Ava they played with me at lunch 

and they never left me out of anything until now” (Participant 12, 2015). The other wrote 

about his bike, “Because I have been wanting it for a long time” (Participant 13, 2015). A 

Year 4 HWHM writer was also focused on presenting her own feelings as writer: “what I 

was feeling . . . and how I was really sad to go back home” (Participant 8, 2015).  

The Year 3 writers from LWLM and HWHM groups were focused on their own feelings. 

The Year 3 LWLM writer portrayed the impetus of a young writer to write about ideas she 
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considered to be exciting. She said that “I really like writing when it- when everyone got 

excited because I like hearing things when things get exciting because they might tell you 

why it’s exciting and I like listening to things why it’s exciting” (Participant 7, 2015). The 

Year 3 HWHM children did not like the parts of their stories that were “boring” and did 

not want to write ideas that were “boring” (Participant 1 & 2, 2015). Adele also left out 

parts of the action that were “boring.” In her estimation “if it is a boring story then it is not 

that good” (Participant 1, 2015). She chose to write things that were “fun” and “funny” and 

that she “enjoyed” (Participant 1, 2015). Flora, Year 3 HWHM, considered whether to 

include feelings of disappointment and recorded that getting stuck in the tree was “scary” 

(Participant 2, 2015). The children were motivated to write about experiences which 

recalled for them strong feelings. The feelings were not always positive. Some children 

were sad, some annoyed and some expressed a sense of loss. The children’s emotional 

engagement with their topics seemed integral to success in completing the piece of writing. 

6.4.2.3 The child writers talked about evoking feelings in the reader. Children 

across the Year 6 profile groups thought about evoking feelings in their readers. There was 

a subtle difference between the Year 6 LWLM and HWHM groups. A Year 6 LWLM 

writer showed some emergent consideration of his readership: he did not want to report a 

snowboarding accident because did not want to “disappoint” (Participant 31, 2015) friends 

who were very good at snowboarding. He was seeking to impress the reader. A Year 6 

HWHM writer tried to communicate to the reader how excited she was, she thought of “all 

the feelings that I felt . . . So that when someone is reading it they know that, like, I am 

excited about it” (Participant 24, 2015). She reiterated that she wanted to make her 

audience feel “excited” (Participant 24, 2015). She was seeking to evoke in the reader the 

emotions she had felt. Linking with MLXA, when she talked about choosing vocabulary, 

she said she thought about “using exciting words and not just using the same old words” 

(Participant 24, 2015).  

A Year 6 HWLM writer thought about his reader’s response and tried to entertain the 

reader as well as thinking about his own feelings. He described his irritation with his 

siblings on his trip to Wellington. He chose to write a story that was “annoying but special 

at the same time . . . Because it entertains lots of people” (Participant 26, 2015).  

At Years 5 and 4, only high-achieving writers thought about the emotive effect of their 

texts on their readers. A Year 5 HWHM student critiqued her own writing as “a bit boring 
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and plain” (Participant 17, 2015), which suggested a critical attempt at estimating the 

emotive qualities of her own text. A Year 4 HWHM writer said that the effect she wanted 

to have on her reader was to “Excite you” (Participant 8, 2015). She reflected on the 

impact of her writing and critiqued a section of it describing a plane ride as “boring” 

(Participant 8, 2015). A Year 4 HWLM child, who wrote about a funeral, hoped to make 

her readers feel “Happy and sad” (Participant 11, 2015). High-achieving writers talked 

about the intended perlocutionary effect of the writing (Austin, 1975). They were clear 

about the importance of the emotive effect of the writing on their readers. 

6.4.2.4 Contrasting Year 3 LWLM and Year 6 HWHM metaemotive awareness.  

There were differences across year levels and profile groups between the Year 3 LWLM 

and Year 6 HWHM children’s attention to the emotive qualities of their texts. Here I 

contrast two children from the lower and upper extremes of the range of achievement. A 

Year 3 LWLM child, quoted previously, liked writing about topics that made her feel 

“excited” (Participant 7, 2015) as the writer. On the other hand, the Year 6 HWHM child 

(mentioned previously) considered the reader and tried to convey to her reader how excited 

she was about her experience of snorkelling in Fiji, “So that when someone is reading it 

they know that like I am excited about it” (Participant 24, 2015). The reader was an 

imagined figure as she wrote. She tried to affect the reader and she hoped her writing 

would “Maybe make them excited” (Participant 24, 2015). 

6.4.2.5 MEA in all the profile groups. It seemed overall that showing more 

frequent MEA was linked to high-achieving writing. Table 31 shows the number of times 

MEA was mentioned in each profile group and each subcategory. The high-achieving 

writers mentioned MEA 62 times out of the total of 72 mentions, accounting for 86% of all 

MEA mentions. They referred to choosing an emotive topic 8 out of 9 mentions, 89% of 

mentions of emotive topics. The high-scoring writers talked about expressing their own 

feelings 41 times out of the total of 47 mentions, 87% of this subcategory’s mentions. 

They referred to an emotive effect on the reader 13 times out of a total of 16 mentions, 

81% of times eliciting an emotional response from the reader was mentioned. Table 31 

shows the number of MEA mentions according to profile groups. 
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Table 31 

Number of Metaemotive Awareness Mentions According to Profile Group 

 Child (number of times mentioned)  

Profile 

group 

Emotive topic for 

the child writer 

The child talked 

about expressing 

their feelings 

The child talked 

about an emotive 

impact on the 

reader 

Total 

number of 

children in 

group 

 MEA No MEA MEA No MEA MEA No MEA  

HWHM 4 (6)  4 (0) 6 (30)  2 (0) 5 (11)  3 (0) 8 

HWLM 1 (2)  7 (0) 4 (11)  4 (0) 2 (2)  6 (0) 8 

LWHM 1 (1)  6 (0) 1 (1)  6 (0) 1 (1)  6 (0) 7 

LWLM 0 (0)  8 (0) 2 (5)  6 (0) 2 (2)  6 (0) 8 

 6(9) 25 13(47) 18 10(16) 21  

6.4.3 The relationship between MEA and writing achievement. 

The numbers of MLA mentions which expressed MEA could be counted. A hypothesis 

that MEA might be related to writing achievement was formed. Spearman’s Rho 

correlation was carried out to test the notion that there might be a relationship between 

MEA and writing achievement on the verbalisation and interview sample (n = 31). The 

result was statistically significant and showed that the idea that there was no relationship 

could be rejected; there was a moderate relationship between numbers of MEA mentions 

and writing achievement. The value of rs = .46. Significance was set at <.05 and the test 

returned a value of p = .008. 

6.5 Metapragmatic Awareness 

6.5.1 Introduction. 

The category, MPRA, derived from Gombert’s (1992) six categories of MLA. In 

Gombert’s (1992) work, MPRA categorised the children’s ability to regulate their 

communication in speech.  

The metapragmatic category applied to the children’s statements in the present study, as 

they considered the impact of their writing on their readers. Myhill (2012) used Gombert’s 

(1992) categories of MLA and found that consideration of their readers characterised 

children’s metapragmatic behaviour in writing. Gombert (1992) defined MPRA as: the 

children’s capability to organise and regulate the use of speech, the children’s knowledge 

of rules that link language to the context of usage, attention to the communicative 

effectiveness of language, the children’s awareness of the characteristics of the 

interlocutor, and the adequacy of language to communicate to an interlocutor. It was these 
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last types of MPRA concerning the communicative effectiveness of language and the 

interlocutor or reader which applied to the children’s writing behaviour, in this study.  

The MPRA category generally occurred when the children were talking about their writing 

and reflecting upon it, in their interviews. Talking about the impact their writing might 

have on their readers, which was categorised MPRA, was metalinguistic because the 

children were reflecting on their writing. Gombert (1992) raised questions about whether 

the children in the studies he reviewed consciously or unconsciously adapted their speech 

for the interlocutor. If the children’s adaptations were unconscious, he said they were not 

metapragmatic but rather epipragmatic. However, in writing and talk about writing, MPRA 

must always be conscious because of the nature of producing writing as a visual and 

concretive artefact. 

MPRA linked to the children’s consciousness of the impact of the emotive qualities of 

their texts on their readers, reported in the previous section. However, MEA was given a 

separate category in the present study, because of the importance children placed on 

emotive considerations in their verbalisations and interviews: both the emotions of the 

writer and the reader. Mentions were single coded. The mentions in the previous section 

focused on emotions to be expressed. The mentions in this section referred to the reader’s 

response. 

6.5.2 Types of metapragmatic awareness. 

The children focused on their readers in a variety of ways; Table 32 shows the types of 

MPRA the children mentioned. 

Table 32 

Types of Metapragmatic Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews  

Type of MPRA Explanation 

Identity of the reader. 

 

The children talked about who the reader 

might be. 

Making pictures in the reader’s mind. 

 

They considered how they might make a 

picture in the reader’s mind with their 

writing. 

Ordering the story for the reader. 

 

The child talked about ordering the story 

so it made sense to the reader. Here 

she/he was focused particularly on the 

reader’s needs. 
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Type of MPRA Explanation 

Hooking the reader into the writing. 

 

The children said they were trying to 

hook or pull the reader in and make the 

reader want to read more of the writing. 

Giving the reader information. The children wanted to give the reader 

information. Some children went further 

in considering their reader and talked 

about giving the reader information 

relevant to the story. They also talked 

about leaving information out of the story 

so as not to distract, bore or confuse the 

reader. The emphasis was on considering 

the reader. 

The writer as reader.  

 

The children considered themselves as 

readers and talked about reading and 

imagining their own texts. 

Perlocutionary acts. They mentioned perlocutionary acts by 

which they aimed to persuade, entertain, 

explain to or inspire the reader. “Sayings 

may produce effects on hearers, such as 

frightening them: these are perlocutionary 

acts” (Blackburn (ed), 2016). Here there 

was a focus on the reader’s responses 

rather than textual features. 

Representing the writer’s point of view to 

the reader. 

The children were conscious of a desire 

to represent the writer’s point of view to 

their readers. 

The reader was “in” the experience. 

 

They wanted their readers to feel that 

they were “in” the experience by making 

the reader feel that they were “in” the 

place or scenario recounted. The children 

were conscious of using descriptive 

language so the reader could imagine the 

experience recounted and they wanted 

their readers to get to know the 

experience. 

Inspired by the purpose of the research. 

 

In the context of the present study, the 

children were inspired to write by the 

idea that their contribution to the research 

might help their readers with their own 

writing. 

Analysis of the MPRA data showed qualitative differences in the type and sophistication 

of the children’s consideration of the reader.  

In this section of the chapter, I compare and contrast high-achieving writing and high-

achieving metalinguistic children with low-achieving writing and low-achieving 
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metalinguistic children to illustrate the qualitative difference in the way the children talked 

about their readers. In each subcategory, firstly I contrast Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

children, remaining within one year level so changes over years at school were not an 

influence. Then I trace the pattern throughout the sample.  

6.5.2.1 Identity of the reader. The Year 6 LWLM and HWHM children had a good 

idea who their reader was, when asked, and how they wanted to affect her. The LWLM 

children knew I would be reading the writing and wanted to interest, entertain, and inspire 

and make me feel “happiness” (Participant 30, 2015). Edith, HWHM wanted to make me 

“read more of my writing” (Participant 24, 2015).  

One subtle difference between the two groups was that a Year 6 LWLM child had a rather 

vague notion of how the reader might respond “with maybe happiness and stuff” 

(Participant 30, 2015). Whereas, Abby, a Year 6 HWHM child referred to her reader in a 

way that suggested that her attention was on her reader’s response while writing: she said 

she hoped they might “see how hockey is a really cool and fun sport” (Participant 25, 

2015).  

In the other year levels, whilst there was some evidence of qualitative differences between 

the profile groups, children in all the groups showed that they knew who the reader was: 

for example, a Year 3 LWLM child said the reader was, “you” and that he hoped to 

“impress you” (Participant 6, 2015). The Year 3 HWHM writer wanted to “Make you 

interested in it” (Participant 1, 2015). It was a subtle difference but the low scoring writer 

was concerned with evaluation of the quality of his writing whereas the high-scoring writer 

wanted to engage the reader in her topic. 

6.5.2.2 Hooking the reader into the writing. Both Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

groups talked about “hooking” in the reader, engaging readers so they wanted to read the 

text. Daniel, LWLM had a notion of hooking the reader in to read it. “I need to work on . . 

. like pulling them in to reading it even more” (Participant 31, 2015). 

Edith, HWHM, wanted to “make people want to read the story” (Participant 24, 2015). She 

wanted to get “them hooked” (Participant 24, 2015). Abby, HWHM, wrote as her story 

beginning:  

I still remember the ball zooming towards me. I hit it! I hit it towards the goal! The 

goalie missed and yes I did it! The ball whizzed into the goal. My heart leapt. 

Everyone was cheering for me. (Participant 25, 2015) 
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She wanted to “hook the audience . . . once people read that they could start getting 

hooked and be interested in the rest of the story. Instead of having like a boring start” 

(Participant 25, 2015).  

In Years 3, 4 and 5, only high metalinguistic children thought about hooking the reader 

into wanting to read their texts. For example, Emily, Year 4 HWHM said she “wanted to 

make sure the reader was interested and I hooked them in” (Participant 8, 2015).  

6.5.2.3 Giving the reader information. There was a subtle difference between the 

way the Year 6 LWLM and HWHM children thought about the reader’s need for 

information. The children from both profile groups thought about including or excluding 

ideas from their stories. Daniel, LWLM made choices according to his own interests. If he 

was not interested, he thought the reader would not be interested. “I made choices of things 

that I should of put and should not put in there because some of the stuff I did there wasn’t 

really that interesting so I thought you wouldn’t really want to know about it” (Participant 

31, 2015). Abby, HWHM, considered what the reader should know, from their 

perspective: “and if the audience should know that or if they shouldn’t know that” 

(Participant 25, 2015). 

In the other year levels, only high-scoring metalinguistic children thought of informing the 

reader. At Year 5 Malcolm, LWHM, said he wanted to “tell . . . [the reader] information 

about my older sister’s birthday . . . and about what we did at Rainbow’s End” (Participant 

20, 2015). Both Year 4 HWHM children thought about giving the reader as much 

information as they might need to imagine the experience described. For example, Briar, 

Year 4 HWHM, said she wanted to give “as much information as the reader would need” 

(Participant 9, 2015). At Year 3, Evan (LWHM) wanted the reader “to know like the 

experience of most of these things I do” (Participant 5, 2015).  

6.5.2.4  Inspired by the purpose of the research. Both Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

profile groups considered the impact of their writing in the context of the purposes of the 

research (which had been clearly explained to them). Daniel, LWLM, had a notion of why 

he was writing for the research as his purpose for writing. “It was to do something for 

these other people; I think they were teachers” (Participant 31, 2015). Abby, HWHM, was 

conscious of the aims of the research and thought that “hopefully . . . [other children] could 

use this piece of writing as help for them for their writing” (Participant 25, 2015).  
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In the remainder of the sample only a Year 5 LWHM child considered his role in the 

research and thought that my professors might read his writing. 

6.5.2.5 Perlocutionary acts affecting the reader. The Year 6 children from both 

LWLM and HWHM groups considered the perlocutionary effect they wanted their writing 

to have on their readers. Daniel, LWLM, wanted to interest and entertain his reader. Eddie, 

LWLM, wanted “to maybe, like, inspire you to write stories about your family” 

(Participant 30, 2015). Abby, HWHM, wanted to affect the reader by interesting and 

entertaining them “I am also hoping to affect them by entertaining them” (Participant 25, 

2015). Edith, HWHM, wanted to interest her reader.  

In the other year levels, notions of how the text might affect the reader were spread across 

the profile groups. The children wanted to impress, inspire, interest or entertain the reader. 

For example, a Year 3 LWHM child said he wanted to “Try to inspire you” (Participant 5, 

2015).  

6.5.2.6 The reader was “in” the experience. There were subtle differences in the 

ways that Year 6 writers wanted to engage their readers. The Year 6 LWLM writers 

seemed more concerned “To try to, like, entertain you to like my writing” (Participant 31, 

2015). They were more attentive to receiving a positive response from the reader to the 

quality of the writing, rather than making the reader feel in the experience. The HWHM 

Year 6 writers wanted to engage the reader so they were in the experience. Edith, whose 

topic was Fiji, wanted to make them “want to go snorkelling again” (Participant 24, 2015). 

Abby wanted them to experience what she had experienced and to know that “hockey is a 

really cool and fun sport” (Participant 25, 2015).  

In Years 3 and 4, high metalinguistic writers wanted to make the reader think and feel as 

though they were in the experience described in the text. Mark, Year 4 LWHM, wanted to 

affect the reader “By making them feel like they were in it and tell them what had 

happened” (Participant 13, 2015). Evan, Year 3 LWHM, wanted to “Try to inspire you, 

like, to know, like, the experience of most of these things I do [and I am] writing about my 

friend Jayden so, like, you could experience how much friendship me and Jayden have” 

(Participant 5, 2015). 

6.5.2.7 The writer as reader. Abby, Year 6 HWHM, was the only child who 

thought about herself as one of the readers of the text. She showed self-awareness of her 

comprehension processes,  
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because when I am reading it I am imaging what happened and what it was like . . . 

I guess I could be the writer but then I read it through and, um, I can really image 

the things as well so in some ways I am the audience as well. (Participant 25, 2015) 

Abby showed she was distancing herself from her own text and positioning herself as a 

reader, reading her writing as if it were someone else’s writing. Even adults find this skill 

difficult. Abby’s description of the way she read her own text is impactful because 

researchers have discovered that children find it difficult to read and comprehend their 

own texts (McCutchen, Francis, & Kerr, 1997). 

6.5.2.8 Representing the writer’s point of view to the reader. Only a Year 6 

HWHM child differentiated between the point of view of writer and reader. Abby knew 

that the reader has a different point of view from her point of view as writer and felt that 

she must explain. “Because it might seem different from another person’s point of view . . 

. if I am not there to explain” (Participant 25, 2015). 

The Year 6 LWLM writers did not distinguish their point of view from that of their 

readers, or indicate that they realised they had a point of view that was constructed in the 

writing. There was no evidence of distinguishing a point of view in the remainder of the 

sample. 

6.5.2.9  Ordering the story for the reader. There was only one example of a Year 5 

LWHM, high-achieving MLA, child considering how the order of the story might affect a 

reader:  

Well I was just thinking about . . . how I should order it what makes sense to the 

reader so that would be kind of thinking about the reader wouldn’t it like ordering 

it as I said I was ordering it so it would make sense. We went to the pirate ship. 

Before that we went to the roller coaster and stuff like that. (Participant 20, 2015) 

Ordering had strength as a category because the child expressed salient MLA to which 

low-achieving writers and MLA children might be encouraged to attend. 

6.5.2.10 Making pictures in the reader’s mind. In Years 3 to 5 only, high-

achieving writers or high MLA children thought about painting a picture in the reader’s 

mind with their texts, a more sophisticated articulation of the effect they wanted their texts 

to have on the reader. A Year 4 HWHM child said she was: “using good language, 

effective language, the best language that can paint the best picture in the reader’s mind” 

(Participant 9, 2015). She linked giving the right amount of information (section 5.5.2.3) to 



153 

painting a picture in the reader’s mind. A Year 5 HWHM child said, he wanted to “paint a 

picture in the reader’s mind . . . make a better picture in the reader’s mind” (Participant 16, 

2015).  

6.5.2.11 Quantities of Year 6 MPRA references. A contrast between the two Year 

6 high-achieving and low-achieving profile groups in terms of the quantities of MPRA 

references underscored the idea that, whilst some aspects of considering a reader were the 

same between the Year 6 HWHM and Year 6 LWLM levels, in general, the HWHM 

children seem to consider the reader’s needs in more detail and have a clearer idea of how 

they wished to position and affect their readers. The Year 6 HWHM children made most of 

the MPRA mentions, out of the two groups. The four Year 6 HWHM and LWLM children 

together made a total of 48 MPRA mentions. The two HWHM children made 31 out of a 

total of 48 MPRA mentions, 65%. The two LWLM children made 17 out of a total of 48 

mentions, 35% of the MPRA mentions.  

Table 33 shows the spread of instances of MPRA across profile groups. The table shows 

that the total number of instances of MPRA were spread across profile groups supporting 

the notion that most children were aware of their readers. High-scoring writers made 42 

out of a total of 79 mentions of MPRA, 53%. High-scoring MLA children made 51 out of 

a total of 79 mentions of MPRA, 64%. Low scoring writers made 37 out of a total of 79 

mentions of MPRA, 47%. Low scoring MLA children made 28 out of out of a total of 79 

mentions of MPRA, 36%. However, HWHM children were developing a wide network of 

strategies for engaging their readers and mentioned MPRA in all but one subcategory.  
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Table 33 

Types of Metapragmatic Awareness, Considering the Reader, which occurred in Profile Groups 
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Profile 

Group 

Child (number of times mentioned)  

HWHM 5 (6) 2 (2) 0 4 (6) 3 (5) 1 (1) 4 (7) 1 (1) 1 (1) 1(2) 22 (31) 

HWLM 7 (7) 1 (1) 0 0 0 0 3 (3) 0 0 0 11 (11) 

LWHM 7 (7) 0 1 (1) 2 (2) 2 (2) 0 3 (4) 0 2 (3) 1(1) 18 (20) 

LWLM 7 (7) 0 0 1 (1) 1 (1) 0 5 (7) 0 0 1(1) 15 (17) 

6.5.3 The relationship between MPRA and writing achievement. 

Whilst the original intention in gathering data on the smaller qualitative sample (N=31) 

was to categorise and conduct a qualitative analysis, it was possible to count mentions of 

types of MPRA. A hypothesis was formed that there might be a relationship between 

numbers of MPRA mentions and writing achievement. In order to test whether there was a 

relationship, Spearman’s Rho correlation of e-asTTle writing scores and numbers of 

MPRA mentions was calculated; significance was set at p<.05. The association between 

the two variables, writing scores and total number of instances of MPRA was not 

statistically significant: rs=.06 and the test returned a two-tailed value of p=.74. Therefore, 

the notion that there was no evidence of a relationship was retained. Since there are a 

number of mentions of MPRA throughout the qualitative data, the nonsignificance seems 

to support the notion that all children were thinking in some way about their readers. The 

novelty in the findings in this category is that high-achieving children expressed a more 

developed conceptualisation of the imagined figure of the reader and how they wanted to 

affect them.  
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7 Metatextual, Metasyntactic and Metaphonological Awareness 

In this chapter, I report the qualitative results for metatextual, metasyntactic and 

metaphonological awareness. Metatextual and metasyntactic results are presented by a 

contrast between the lowest and highest achieving MLA profile groups at Year 6, so that 

differences in time at school is not an influence. Then the resulting patterns are traced 

through the remainder of the sample. The metaphonological results required a different 

logic to present clearly what the data showed and depict the careful consideration of all the 

data. I compare and contrast children and profile groups within each year level. 

7.1 Metatextual Awareness 

7.1.1 Introduction 

MTA, in the present study, was the children’s awareness of the overall structure and 

structural components of their texts (Gombert, 1992). It was based on Gombert’s (1992) 

metatextual MLA category.  

Gombert (1992) included coherence and cohesion as evidence of MTA. These aspects of 

MTA were only evident in the highest achieving children’s interviews and verbalisations 

in this study. The children’s references to “making sense” may be evidence of awareness 

of coherence but these results will be presented in a subsequent section on metasyntactic 

awareness because the syntactic facet of putting words together in sentences which made 

sense seemed to be more important to the children.  

Gombert (1992) avoided the use of the term “macrostructure” (p. 139) to refer to the 

aspects of MLA which were metatextual; his focus was on features of texts which were 

suprasentential and he preferred to refer to “the overall structure or organization of the 

text” (p. 139). Mentions which were identified as metatextual in this study were when the 

children talked about aspects of the structure of their whole texts in or sections of the 

whole text, including paragraphs, which were larger than sentences.  
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7.1.2 Types of metatextual awareness. 

I present the types of metatextual awareness in Table 34.  

Table 34 

Types of Metatextual Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews  

Type of MTA 

 

Description: 

The child talked about: 

Creating a plan for the whole text. 

 

For example, a cloud brainstorm or a box plan 

of the whole text. 

Paragraphs. Including topic sentences and coherence of 

ideas in the paragraph. 

The main events of the story. 

 

Referring to a notion that the story had main 

events. 

The ordering of the text. Attending to putting the events of the story in 

order or talking about sequencing. 

The structural components of the 

text. 

Referring to the title, the beginning, the 

introduction, the middle, the ending or the 

conclusion. 

The whole story text. 

 

Writing long or short stories or writing a 

book. 

Naming the language function of the 

text type, referring to the whole text. 

 

For example, recount, explanation, 

description. The child is talking about the 

whole text type. 

The purpose for writing. Stating the purpose for writing. 

Cohesion and coherence. Attending to the way the ideas cohered 

together and devices for cohesion such as 

using time adverbials. 

In the metatextual section of this chapter, I follow the logic of three of the sections of 

Chapter 5. I commence each subcategory by comparing Year 6 HWHM children and Year 

6 LWLM children so time at school and age are not an influence on the evidence of the 

differing levels of MTA I present. I include some comparisons with Year 6 HWLM and 

LWHM children to show that all the Year 6 data have been considered. Then, in each 

section, I trace patterns of MTA and differing MTA in the remainder of the verbalisation 

and interview sample, Years 3 to 5. This way of proceeding is to organise and present as 

orderly and comprehensive a view of the data as possible. 

7.1.2.1 Paragraphs. There were four children in the Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

contrasts. The main difference between the talk about texts of LWLM and HWHM writers 

was an HWHM writer’s understanding of and reference to paragraphing, reflected in her 

writing by the use of paragraphs in her text. There were no references to paragraphing by 
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the LWLM writers or the Year 6 HWLM and LWHM writers. She was the only child in 

the verbalisation and interview sample who showed an understanding of paragraphing. She 

said,  

[I know when to start a new paragraph] because this one is like about getting all 

our equipment and this one is when we get into the water and start actually 

snorkelling. (Participant 24, 2015)  

The child wrote about snorkelling equipment and her verbalised understanding of 

paragraphing was reflected in her writing. Although she segued into talking about sharp 

coral, she tried to create a paragraph around one topic: 

The nice Fijian people on the boat gave us flippers and a snorkling set. We put on a 

life jacket too. We were not used to put our feet down because there were very 

sharp corals on the sea floor. (Participant 24, 2015)  

Then she was more successful when she wrote about snorkelling: 

Once everyone got their equipment on, we jumped into the water and started. Me 

and my Dad swam over by lots of amazing colourful fish and coral. We had a 

GoPro which is a waterproof camera. We took lots of photos of the pretty fish. I 

even held a bright orange starfish! Then the Fijian people called everyone back 

because our lovely time was up. (Participant 24, 2015) 

She attended to the coherence of the sentences in a paragraph around one main idea; the 

paragraph was fluent and made sense.  

The HWHM child showed in her metalinguistic talk that she had an idea that a paragraph 

is a collection of sentences focused on one topic.  

[I write a new paragraph] when kind of like a different thing happens yeah this is 

about in the water and the next one will be about on the boat trip back. (Participant 

24, 2015) 

She wrote and reflected her careful thinking about paragraphs in her writing, 

On the boat ride back we saw a huge turtle in the water. The sea was rough and the 

waves were splashing up and over the boat and getting everyone soaking wet. 

(Participant 24, 2015)  

This Year 6 HWHM writer showed awareness of “breaking up” the story into the 

elucidation of a sequence of “events” in paragraphs, in her metalinguistic talk by 

“Breaking up the different events” (Participant 24, 2015). This ability differentiated her 

thinking from the Year 6 LWLM writers.  
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A phase preceding metalinguistic thinking about paragraphing was shown by another Year 

6 HWHM child who showed awareness of the connection between the items listed in her 

writing plan and sections of the story, which elaborated upon these items.  

Because I guess I could say a long story out of each of these [items in the writing 

plan] like say next time I am doing the hockey I could say quite a bit about what I 

am doing. (Participant 25, 2015) 

Whilst she showed an ability to develop different subtopics in her story, she did not yet 

separate the paragraphs in her writing. 

Her plan is shown in Figure 3 and the following extract.  

  

Figure 3: Year 6 HWHM child's writing plan. 

Hockey: techniques; I scored my first goal; next term I’m doing a hockey 

programme; the ball speeding along the turf; next year hockey for Baradene or Mt 

Roskill; my own hockey stick. (Participant 25, 2015) 

In the body of the story, she wrote about her own hockey stick: 

My new hockey stick was much better lighter and smaller than the school’s old 

ones that I was used to. Even though everyone else all had special techniques and I 

had nothing but the basics, I still found trying to fight with the sticks to get the ball 

was very fun no matter how many times I lost it. (Participant 25, 2015) 

Techniques 
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She showed a nascent ability to plan main ideas, introduce an idea and develop a related 

group of ideas which might form a paragraph. 

In the remaining Years 3 to 5 of the verbalisation and interview sample, the only children 

who showed awareness of paragraphs were in the Year 5 HWHM and Year 5 HWLM and 

LWHM groups, echoing the pattern of paragraph awareness related to high writing or high 

metalinguistic achievement, described above. They referred to paragraphs but did not 

demonstrate any knowledge of how to construct one. The Year 5 HWLM child said “I am 

pretty sure I wrote more than a paragraph” (Participant 18, 2015). Although none of these 

children used paragraphs in their writing, they referred to paragraphs in their interviews.  

There may be a phenomenon in learning to write in which some children considered the 

way their writing might develop conceptually around key ideas but they were not yet 

splitting the actual writing visually into paragraphs or developing a paragraph 

conceptually. A Year 5 HWHM child talked about ordering “the main events of the story” 

(Participant 16, 2015) suggesting that the awareness that writing about an experience could 

be sequenced into a series of main events was related to higher writing and metalinguistic 

achievement (compared with the Year 6 HWHM child who also talked about the series of 

topics about which she was writing).  

7.1.2.2 Title. There were no mentions of the title in the Year 6 LWLM writers’ 

verbalisations or interviews. However, a Year 6, HWHM writer talked about the title, “I 

think of like a really interesting title for people to entertain them maybe” (Participant 24, 

2015). The child’s attention to the title suggested her awareness that the story must be 

coherent around one topic. The title she wrote was, “My exciting snorkelling trip in Fiji” 

(Participant 24, 2015).  

A Year 6 HWLM writer mentioned that “the title should be something that hooks someone 

in, like the never-ending trip” (Participant 26, 2015).  

There was a different pattern, at Years 3 to 5, for thinking about the title of the story. 

Considering a title and perhaps thinking about the coherence of the story around one topic 

was spread across profile groups in years. Year 3 LWHM, Years 3 and 5 LWLM all talked 

about creating a title for their stories. A Year 5 LWLM writer said, “Do I have to do a title 

. . . I would like to tell the reader what I am writing about” (Participant 22, 2015) 

indicating that he knew a function for a title. 
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7.1.2.3 Parts of the story: Introduction and conclusion. There was a difference 

between the Year 6 LWLM and HWHM groups in their use of metalanguage for parts of 

the text. The Year 6 LWLM writers referred to the beginning of their writing and linked it 

with the beginning of their experience in natural time, “I decided to begin my writing the 

same way it was when the day began . . . the beginning” (Participant 31, 2015). He wrote: 

“It was a sunny Friday morning when I woke up” (Participant 31, 2015). 

In contrast, the Year 6 HWHM (and an HWLM) writer used the proper term for the 

beginning of her writing, introduction: “Researcher: Can you find a part of your writing 

that you don’t like? Quite so much? . . . Maybe the introduction” (Participant 24, 2015). 

Year 6 LWLM writers did not talk about the endings of their stories. The endings of the 

children’s stories coincided with the ending of their experience, in natural time. The Year 

6 HWHM children used the term conclusion, “I’m just doing my conclusion” (Participant 

24, 2015). One Year 6 HWLM writer also mentioned a conclusion.  

The writing of the high-achieving writers seemed to show greater sureness of the rhetorical 

purposes of beginnings and endings of writing. The Year 6 HWHM writer who used the 

terms, introduction and conclusion, showed her knowledge of the correct terms was 

reflected by the rhetorical effects of the paragraphs she wrote to introduce and conclude 

the story: 

My Mum, Dad, Jess (my sister) and I all went to Fiji in October 2014. Well we 

were there we went snokling . . .  

Overall I had a great time snokling and seeing all the cool fish. I was sad it was 

over but I could not wait to go back again, hopefully sometime soon. (Participant 

24, 2015) 

A Year 6 HWHM writer also showed awareness of her own innate sense of the 

completeness of a whole text, “I think that’s pretty much it on what I needed to say” 

(Participant 25, 2015). This seemed to be a characteristic of Year 6 high-achieving writers. 

A Year 6 HWLM writer said “And I am thinking about the things we did last for the 

conclusion” (Participant 27, 2015). The other Year 6 HWLM writer mentioned that he did 

not like “how it ended so suddenly” (Participant 26, 2015).  

Throughout the remainder of the sample, Year 4 HWHM and Year 5 high metalinguistic 

children were the only children who used metalinguistic vocabulary like introduction and 
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conclusion for the sections of their texts. For example, the Year 5 LWHM child said, “the 

last part the conclusion . . . and the introduction were my favourite” (Participant 20, 2015). 

However, children from Years 3 to 5 in all the profile groups talked about the beginnings 

and the endings of their stories without using metalanguage (Table 35). For example, a 

Year 3 LWHM child said “I chose to start my writing with when my friend Jayden came 

over” (Participant 5, 2015).  

7.1.2.4 Language function of whole texts. Writers in both the Year 6 LWLM and 

HWHM groups mentioned language functions. One Year 6 LWLM writer mentioned the 

language function of the whole text: to persuade, inform or entertain but may not have 

understood these language functions.  

We have this pie chart in the class that says persuade, inform and entertain and it’s 

kind of like these things that we sometimes need to do in our writing at school. 

(Participant 31, 2015) 

The quotation shows that information posted about writing in class informs the child’s 

conceptualisation of writing. 

The other LWLM child commented on description with reference to his own story, “I can 

add more description . . .I wanted to describe what was happening and what it looked like” 

(Participant 30, 2015). However, in their writing, there was little evidence of using 

language functionally for communication with the reader and the writing was a series of 

statements about events that occurred, and seemed to be knowledge telling (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, 1982): 

We had all our things ready and so were my family and I. When we finally got to 

the top of the mountain, we saw our friends that [we] were going snowboarding 

with. We all had to stay in a house together. (Participant 31, 2015)  

An HWHM child mentioned writing about her hockey playing peers complimenting her 

for scoring a goal. 

The pattern for talking about the language functions of their texts was different from Year 

6, in Years 3 to 5 of the sample. Thinking about functional use of language, in Years 3 to 

5, seemed to be a characteristic of high-scoring writers or children with high MLA scores, 

although thinking about language functions was evident across the three year levels: in 

Years 5 and 4 HWHM, Year 5 HWLM, Year 5 LWHM, and Year 3 LWHM. For example, 

a Year 4 HWHM girl critiqued her writing because it was “pretty basic and not really 



162 

informative as I would usually do in class because we do a load of informative writing” 

(Participant 9, 2015). The other Year 4 HWHM child talked about her intention to 

“recount” (Participant 8, 2015). The children did not seem to link language features, such 

as time adverbials, with recounting although a few children mentioned examples of time 

adverbials in connection with ordering their stories. 

7.1.2.5 The whole story text. Year 6 LWLM and HWHM writers talked about 

writing whole stories or books at home. 

A Year 6 LWLM writer described a form of process writing (Graves, 2003) and talked 

about creating whole texts at home to improve his writing. “I could start doing some . . . 

writing at home just writing about a random topic for 10 minutes and keep on doing it 

every day trying to get better and better” (Participant 31, 2015). A Year 6 HWHM child 

talked about writing “a long story out of each of these [ideas]” (Participant 25, 2015). 

A Year 5 HWLM writer talked about writing books at home. 

Well I write books. I want to write a book so sometimes I try to write a book at 

home and it also [proves] . . . I want to be a good writer because if you want to be 

an author you will have to be good at writing. (Participant 18, 2015) 

The quote implies that some discussion about authorship may have occurred. 

7.1.2.6 Length of story. Some children from both Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

groups talked about the length of the whole story. (There was a difference in length of 

stories between the two profile groups.) A Year 6 LWLM child said, “I was trying to like 

not make it too big and just not make it too small either” (Participant 30, 2015). He wrote 

112 words. A Year 6 HWHM child said, “[I] could have made it longer” (Participant 25, 

2015). In fact, in 15 minutes, she wrote quite a long story, 254 words.  

In the remainder of the sample, a Year 6 HWLM writer excluded an item because 

“because it was really long” (Participant 27, 2015). Children from the Years 3 and 4 

LWHM and LWLM groups excluded items because they were too long or said they could 

improve their stories by making them longer.  

7.1.2.7 Purpose for writing. At Year 6, both high-achieving writers and LWLM 

children knew their purposes for writing. A Year 6 LWLM writer said his purpose was 

“To remember a time that I shared with my family.” He wrote: “In the holidays i went to 

South Africa to celabrate my uncles wedding” (Participant 30, 2015). Whilst the Year 6 
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HWHM writers did not elucidate their purpose for writing in verbalisations and interviews 

their confident, fluent writing, coherent around a topic and careful attention to language in 

the other categories indicated that they were clear about their purposes for writing.  

In the remainder of Year 6, a child in the HWLM group said his purpose was “To write 

about something special you did with your family” (Participant 26, 2015). He said “I am 

thinking of the time we went on a 10-hour road trip my whole family to Wellington” 

(Participant 26, 2015).  

Knowledge of the purpose for writing was spread across profile groups in Years 3 to 5. 

High-achieving writers and LWLM writers showed awareness of their purpose for writing 

in the following groups: Year 4 HWHM, Year 4 HWLM, and Year 5 LWLM. For 

example, the Year 5 LWLM writer said, “It was to tell the reader about a special time I 

went away with my family or whanau” (Participant 22, 2015).  

7.1.2.8 Planning. Continuing with the contrast between the Year 6 LWLM and the 

HWHM children, both groups talked about planning their writing. Whereas a Year 6 

LWLM child was confused between writing process and content (exemplified 

subsequently), both Year 6 HWHM children had clear ideas which they wished to include 

in their writing.  

The contrast between a Year 6 LWLM child and a Year 6 HWHM child’s plans illustrates 

a subtle difference in the purposefulness of the planning. One Year 6 HWHM child said 

that she listed her ideas, “To just write all my ideas down whenever I think of something 

just to write it down” (Participant 24, 2015). Although the writing task took place in a 

short space of time, she had a clear idea of the topics about which she would write and 

they were all mentioned in her story. 

She wrote, 

Fiji Snorkelling 

Boat colourful fish Mum, dad, Jess Lucy and me coral, starfish, gopro, hot, fun, 

exciting, special, memory, turtles, flippers, snorkel gear, floaty boards to help us 

stay afloat, life jackets Pictures, boat trip, getting wet, nice Fijian people. 

(Participant 24, 2015)  
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Figure 4: Year 6 HWHM child’s writing plan. 

The Year 6 LWLM child said he was thinking about “What I should write first” and  

“Maybe putting my ideas in order . . . like in my plan” (Participant 30, 2015). The plan 

shows he was indecisive about what he would write and he confused writing processes 

with topics about which to write. However, the mention of writing processes implied that 

metacognitive attention to the process of writing is occurring, which may be a sign of the 

child’s struggle with the cognitive complexity of writing. He may be striving for higher 

achievement.  
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Figure 5: Year 6 LWLM child's writing plan. 

Going on holiday; put ideas in order; going to Capetown; going on the plane; 

making sure it makes sense; going to the wedding; going to find my uncle. 

(Participant 30, 2015) 

Whilst his writing reflected the plan and there was an attempt at an interesting beginning 

and use of some time adverbials typical of a recount, it told his experience the way he 

remembered it and reflected little attention to rhetoric or consideration of his reader. There 

was no paragraphing. He wrote about the wedding and going to Capetown in a series of 

statements constructed with simple, concretive vocabulary.  

in the holidays i went to South africa to celabrate my uncles wedding When we got 

there, the chapel was over looking some fields. the wedding took about 30 mins 

and then we went to get food. after that we heard some speeches and went to the 

dance floor. (Participant 30, 2015) 

The Year 6 HWLM and LWHM groups did not talk about planning. However, there was 

evidence throughout the sample of children in Years 3 to 5 in all profile groups mentioning 

planning their writing (Table 35). 

7.1.2.9 Ordering the story. Whilst both Year 6 LWLM and HWHM profile groups 

talked about ordering the story, contrasting the groups showed a subtle difference in the 
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rhetorical success for the reader in the fluency they achieved. A Year 6 LWLM writer 

talked about order, referring to his plan, “Maybe putting my ideas in order” (Participant 

30, 2015). He began with a reference to time and then seemed to write his ideas the way 

they were organised in his head and following the passage of natural time (also quoted in 

previous section). 

In the holidays i went to South Africa to celebrate my uncle’s wedding. When we 

got there, the chapel was overlooking some fields. The wedding took about 30 

minutes and then we went to get food. (Participant 30, 2015) 

A Year 6 HWHM writer talked about ordering the story as part of reflecting on the fluency 

of her text, “I try to make the story . . . be in order” (Participant 25, 2015). She wrote a 

fluent sequence of sentences which carries the reader along with the action and how she 

felt about it, for example:  

I still remember the ball . . . zooming toward me, . . . so I hit it towards the goal, the 

goalie missed, and yes! I did it! The ball whizzed into the goal as my heart leapt. 

(Participant 25, 2015) 

Attending to the order of events in the story was a focus for all the Year 6 profile groups. 

A Year 6 HWLM writer said, “I am thinking about the order of what we did” (Participant 

27, 2015) and a Year 6 LWHM writer said, “I need to put it in order. Just sequencing” 

(Participant 28, 2015). 

Many of the children, in Years 3 to 5, mentioned ordering the story (Table 34) and this 

consideration was spread across all the profile groups and year levels. All the HWHM 

children, Years 3 and 4 HWLM groups, Year 5 LWHM and all the LWLM groups 

mentioned ordering their stories. Citing an example from the lowest achieving group, a 

Year 3 LWLM child said, “I write the first thing, second thing, third thing, fourth thing, 

fifth thing and stuff so it sort of goes in order” (Participant 7, 2015).  

7.1.2.10 Cohesion and coherence. Children in both Year 6 LWLM and HWHM 

groups considered coherence and cohesion. A Year 6 LWLM child mentioned time 

adverbials which linked sections of the text. There seemed to be some nascent thinking 

about cohesion, “the linguistic markers which reveal the interrelations between 

concatenated utterances on the surface of the text” (Gombert, 1992, p. 12). However, he 

did not fully understand the function of time adverbials in a recount; he said he thought the 

time adverbials, 
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Would be kind of good to use in my story . . . because some people they use it so I 

decided I might use it and yeah. [Time adverbials] They tell the reader to read on. To go 

to the next part of the story maybe. (Participant 30, 2015) 

He wrote, “when . . . after that . . . the next day . . . the day after that” (Participant 30, 

2015). 

A Year 6 HWHM writer talked about coherence, “the linking of ideas” (Gombert, 1992, p. 

12), without mentioning the word: she referred to flow and fluent, “I try to make the story 

be as fluent as much as I can . . . and just go with the flow” (Participant 25, 2015). 

In Years 3 to 5, only one Year 3 HWHM and one Year 4 LWHM child talked about 

devices for cohesion. The Year 3 HWHM child was also speaking about ordering her text 

but she referred to the time adverbials used for cohesion, “I am thinking about like um how 

I am going to position everything . . . I am thinking what I should put first and then next 

and then after that and then at the end” (Participant 2, 2015). She used time adverbials to 

order and link the sections of her text and guide the reader through the sequence of events 

as they occurred in natural time. She wrote: 

On my magical weekend me and my family went to the winter gardens in the 

domain. First, we drove around in the car trying to find a car park then we found 

one while mum was unpacking the car me [and] my sister ran to the big tree. 

(Participant 2, 2015) 

The Year 4 HWHM child used the word next, “because it was the thing I did after I was 

talking to my friends” (Participant 2, 2015). Table 35 shows the children showing MTA 

and the number of their mentions in each subcategory. 
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Table 35 

Numbers of Children in Each Profile Group Showing MTA and Number of MTA Mentions 

in Each Subcategory 

7.1.3 The relationship between MTA and writing achievement. 

The MTA mentions were counted and it seemed that the numbers of instances of MTA 

might be related to writing achievement. In order to test whether there was a relationship, I 

carried out Spearman’s Rho analysis. Significance was set at < .05. Spearman’s Rho 

returned a result which was not statistically significant, rs =.18, the test returned a two-

tailed value of p = .34. It seemed there was no evidence of a relationship.  

7.2 Metasyntactic Awareness 

7.2.1 Introduction. 

In this section, I present the results for children’s MSYNA. Gombert’s (1992) definition of 

MSYNA informed the analysis of the data. Gombert (1992) stated that:  

Metasyntactic competence refers to the ability to reason consciously about the 

syntactic aspects of language, and to exercise intentional control over the 

application of grammatical rules . . . Conscious knowledge of syntax is manifested 

in metalinguistic speech which focuses on the grammaticality of sentences. (p. 39) 

As in previous sections, I construed the child’s ability to verbalise metalinguistic 

understanding about the syntactic aspects of language through talk as MSYNA. In this 

section of the chapter, firstly, I report the types of MSYNA which occurred in the 

 Child (mentions) Children 

who did not 

mention 

MTA 

 HWHM HWLM LWHM LWLM  

Plan brainstorm 5 (9) 2 (2) 4 (7) 5 (6) 15 

Paragraph 2 (4) 2 (2) 1 (1) 0 (0) 26 

Main events 3 (4) 0 (0) 1 (1) 0 (0) 27 

The whole text 3 (4) 2 (3) 0 (0) 4 (7) 22 

Title 3 (6) 1 (1) 0 (0) 2 (8) 25 

Beginning middle ending  3 (7) 3 (10) 6 (13) 4 (9) 15 

Introduction 1 (2) 0 (0) 1 (2) 0 (0) 29 

Conclusion 2 (3) 1 (2) 1 (2) 0 (0) 27 

Order sequencing 3 (7) 3 (5) 3 (6) 3 (6) 19 

Purpose 0 (0) 2 (2) 0 (0) 4 (4) 25 

Coherence 1 (3) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 30 

Cohesion 1 (1) 0 (0) 1 (1) 1 (1) 28 

Functions 4 (5) 2 (4) 2 (3) 2 (5) 21 
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children’s verbalisations and interviews. Secondly, I report the qualitative results for the 

verbalisation and interview sample. Thirdly, I report a statistical analysis of numbers of 

MSYNA mentions.  

7.2.2 Types of metasyntactic awareness. 

The types of MSYNA are listed in Table 36. 

Table 36 

Types of Metasyntactic Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews 

Type of MSYNA 

The children talked about: 

Description 

Word classes. The children could name word classes, define word 

classes or find an example of a word class. Some 

children remembered learning a word class. The 

children demonstrated knowledge of word classes in 

answer to the researcher’s questions.  

Sense. 

 

The children showed that they checked that the 

syntagmatic relations within sentences were acceptable. 

They called this “make sense.” They put in or changed 

items to make the syntax of the sentence make sense, 

for example changing tense.  

Sentences. The children talked about writing a whole sentence. 

They said they were thinking of another way to write a 

sentence or changing the order of the sentence. They 

considered the length of sentences. The children could 

find a simple, complex or compound sentence in their 

writing. They could describe a simple, complex or 

compound sentence.  

Punctuation. The children must have MSYNA of sentences to put in 

punctuation. They checked their punctuation, as part of 

review. They knew types of punctuation and described 

how to punctuate.  

Tense. The children talked about tense and changed the tense 

of verbs in their writing. 

Grammar. The children mentioned grammar or said that knowing 

grammar helps with writing. 

The qualitative results suggested that all children were showing MSYNA as they wrote. 

They also suggested that the types of MSYNA to which the children attended did not 

change very much over time at school, between Years 3 and 6, or according to profile 

group. The patterns of attention to the subcategories of MSYNA showed that the 

relationships between MSYNA and writing and MLA achievement were various and 

uneven. Children at Years 3 to 6 of all abilities were focused on most of the types of 
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MSYNA at various times, attending to syntax when problems needed to be solved or 

became apparent. The only clear difference between profile groups was the Year 6 

HWHM children’s attention to, and concept for, a grammar. 

The children’s attention to word classes was in answer to the researcher’s questions; the 

children’s spontaneous talk demonstrating MSYNA and showing the facet of syntax to 

which they attended spontaneously seemed more important to a picture of developing 

MSYNA. Nevertheless, those children who answered questions about word classes 

correctly, showed ability to understand and remember a linguistic concept.  

This summary is supported as I contrast the MSYNA of Year 6 LWLM children and Year 

6 HWHM children so time at school was not an influencing factor on differences between 

profile groups. Then I trace the patterns observed in the remainder of the sample.  

7.2.2.1 Grammar. The main differences between the two Year 6 groups, HWHM 

and LWLM, was that the Year 6 HWHM group showed they had a concept for grammar 

and thought that knowledge of grammar might help them to write better. Abby said,  

I think [grammar] . . . would help your writing the more you know about it but . . . 

if you know you can write the story that has happened to you and . . . you know all 

the details and you can just make it flow and do the writing then I guess it’s not as 

important but it’s better if you know it I guess. (Participant 25, 2015)  

Edith said, “I think [knowing grammar] . . . would help me be a better writer” (Participant 

24, 2015).  

This was also different from the remainder of the sample. All the remaining groups did not 

mention grammar.  

7.2.2.2 Tense. Another difference between the two Year 6 groups, LWLM and 

HWHM, was attention to verb tenses. The lowest achieving Year 6 writers, the LWLM 

and LWHM groups, did not mention tense. Abby, Year 6 HWHM, referred to tense, 

“Because I said when I nodding and I needed to say when I nodded” (Participant 25, 

2015). Jade, in the other Year 6 high-achieving writing, HWLM, group referred to tense, “I 

am thinking about the past tense” (Participant 27, 2015). A pattern of high-achieving 

writers attending to tense at Year 6 which was echoed at Year 3 seemed to occur. The two, 

Year 3 high-achieving writing groups, HWHM and HWLM, attended to tense. Evelyn, 

Year 3 HWLM, said,  
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I hadn’t rided my bike recently. I hadn’t had a ride recently. I haven’t had a ride 

recently. 

Researcher: so why did you choose to do had a ride instead of rided do you know? 

Well I just thought it would make more sense. (Participant 4, 2015) 

However, it seemed evident that she was checking the verb tense using her implicit 

knowledge of how language should sound rather than employing metalinguistic 

knowledge. 

The pattern of attention to tense was uneven across the profile groups in the remainder of 

the sample. No Year 4 profile group mentioned tense. At Year 5, the only groups to 

mention tense were the low-achieving writers, LWHM and LWLM groups, Leah, LWHM 

said “When I was on . . . the rocket, I need to write in the past” (Participant 21, 2015).  

7.2.2.3 Sense. Making the writing make sense received the attention of both Year 6 

LWLM and HWHM groups, however the LWLM group talked more about making 

sentences make sense than the HWHM group and mentioned it more than other types of 

MSYNA, Daniel said, “Like [I correct] some . . . sentence mistakes to make sure they 

make sense” (Participant 31, 2015). The Year 6 HWHM group were still attending to this 

aspect of syntax but in a smaller proportion of their references.  

This might indicate that the HWHM children had to pay less conscious attention to syntax 

and had more automaticity in their ability to express the syntax of their texts and more 

fluency in implicit knowledge of language. However, it might show lack of awareness of 

the malleability of syntax for making meaning which might be an awareness towards 

which these Year 6 writers might develop. The video tapes showed the Year 6 HWHM 

children writing fast and fluently and their writing scored highly on the e-asTTle: writing 

(revised) test so automaticity seems the more likely explanation. 

In the remainder of the sample, the results for making sense were various and uneven but 

usually occurred to solve a problem. The Year 6 LWHM group attended to making sense; 

Adam said, “I thought of what would make sense and what wouldn’t make sense” 

(Participant 28, 2015) and Lance said, “I concentrate on making sure things make sense” 

(Participant 29, 2015). Three Year 5 high-scoring writing or metalinguistic groups all 

talked about making sense, for example, when checking her writing, Leah, LWHM said, “I 

don’t think it really made sense” (Participant 21, 2015). Year 4 HWHM, HWLM and 
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LWLM profile groups mentioned making sense; Vincent, LWLM said, “it doesn’t make 

sense when my mum and I on the I pad” (Participant 15, 2015). At Year 3, only HWLM 

children mentioned making sense: Edgar, HWLM, tried to explain how he checked that his 

writing made sense, “Because I would read my story it could make sense [or] it might not 

make sense and then I have to think hard of what else to write” (Participant 3, 2015).  

Four low scoring writing groups: Year 5 LWLM, Year 4 LWHM, Year 3 LWLM, and 

LWHM did not mention making sense. Perhaps these low scoring writers found it difficult 

to recognise problems with sense and needed to develop their attention to the syntax of 

their stories. 

7.2.2.4 Sentences. The children across year levels and profile groups mentioned 

sentences. Most children had a concept for a sentence but they were confused about the 

structure of different sentences and intuited whether sentences were correct from their 

implicit knowledge of language. The data show them trying to correct sentences without 

clear metalinguistic knowledge of how to do it.  

Both the LWLM and HWHM Year 6 groups mentioned sentences in different ways. 

Daniel, Year 6 LWLM, when asked about his understanding of sentence, just remembered 

being taught about sentences. “My teacher told me what a sentence is” (Participant 31, 

2015). The Year 6 HWHM children attended to the aspect of language, sentences, when 

they perceived a problem with them: “I thought of another way to write the sentence” 

(Participant 24, 2015) and “I am going back to read the sentence to see if it makes sense” 

(Participant 25, 2015).  

In the remainder of the sample, attention to sentences, prompted by problems which 

needed to be solved, occurred across year levels and profile groups. Cain, Year 5 LWLM, 

said “Sometimes I don’t think my sentence suits it, so I cross it out” (Participant 23, 2015). 

Ashton, Year 4 HWLM said, “I was thinking what to start my sentence [with]” (Participant 

10, 2015) Evan, Year 3 LWLM, said, “I have finished my sentence but I am just trying to 

read it over to see if I did any mistakes” (Participant 5, 2015).  

Confusion about sentence structure occurred unevenly across the profile groups and year 

levels. Caden, Year 6 HWLM, correctly gave, as an example of a compound sentence, 

“The whole family missed them quite a lot so we decided to drive to Wellington” 

(Participant 26, 2015) but he said that compound sentences consisted of “just adjectives in 

[them]” (Participant 26, 2015). Lance, Year 6 LWHM, thought a simple sentence “has four 
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or less words” but correctly gave the example, “The cat was fluffy” (Participant 29, 2015). 

Macey, a Year 3 LWLM child, was more successful when she explained her understanding 

of a compound sentence,  

[if] you put because [after] . . . I went to the mall with my friends . . . and [then] a 

full stop [after] because you have got to explain why you said because. You can’t 

do your story and say [because] and then . . . put a full stop because that is not a 

full sentence. (Participant 7, 2015)  

7.2.2.5 Punctuation. Punctuation was included in MSYNA because, in order to 

punctuate, the children had to attend to sentence structure. All the profile groups, except 

Year 6 LWHM, mentioned punctuation. However, sometimes the lack of understanding of 

sentence structure mentioned previously was shown.  

Attention to punctuation occurred when problems needed to be solved. Punctuation 

received the attention of both Year 6 LWLM and HWHM groups. Daniel, Year 6 LWLM, 

explained, “I might be going to check for my full stops and add some if I forgot to put 

them in . . . At the end of a sentence” (Participant 31, 2015) but he could not explain how 

he would know what a sentence was. Edith, Year 6 HWHM said, “[a word] just needed a 

capital letter” (Participant 24, 2015).  

Some young writers seemed to rely on their implicit knowledge of what a sentence was 

and their implicit sense of how language should make sense. According to one Year 5 

HWHM child, when punctuating sentences, you “write a sentence and if you need to take a 

breath stop and put a full stop in the nearest place that you can that makes sense” 

(Participant 16, 2015).  

Some children just said they were focused on punctuation. However, MSYNA might be 

inferred from their attention to punctuation. Briar, Year 4 HWHM, punctuated her story 

saying capital and full stop under her breath as she did so and she explained, “I was 

thinking about my capital letters and full stops” (Participant 9, 2015). Jade, Year 6 

HWLM, said, “I am thinking about the punctuation” (Participant 27, 2015) as she wrote.  

All the Year 3 groups mentioned punctuation; the lowest achieving LWLM group had the 

highest proportion of their MSYNA mentions about punctuation, 11 out of a total of 15 

MSYNA mentions, 73%; this suggested that they were problem solving around this issue. 

Macey, Year 3 LWLM, said “I can see that all my full stops are there and that . . . after the 
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full stops are capital letters” (Participant 7, 2015). She explained “When you have finished 

your sentence you put a full stop” (Participant 7, 2015). Neil, Year 3 LWLM, said he could 

improve his writing with “my punctuations” (Participant 6, 2015).  

7.2.2.6 Word classes. Both Year 6 groups, LWLM and HWHM knew the word 

classes: noun, verb, adverb and adjective. All the Year 6 groups attended to word classes 

and knew them, when asked about them by the researcher during the interview.  

In the remainder of the sample, at Year 5, only the high-achieving writing and high MLA 

groups talked about word classes; the LWLM group did not know them. All the Year 4 

groups knew something about word classes. The HWHM, HWLM and LWLM groups at 

Year 3 mentioned word classes.  

Although the children were able to answer questions about the word classes, they only 

referred to adjectives spontaneously when talking about improving their writing. Anne, 

Year 5 HWHM, thought she could improve her writing “by putting in more like 

adjectives” (Participant 17, 2015). 

7.2.3 The relationship between MSYNA and writing achievement in the 

verbalisation and interview sample. 

A hypothesis was formed that there might be a relationship between numbers of MSYNA 

mentions and e-asTTle writing marks was formed. In order to test whether there was a 

relationship between writing achievement and frequency of mentions of MSYNA, 

Spearman’s Rho test correlating total numbers of instances of MSYNA with e-asTTle 

writing marks was carried out. It returned a result which was not statistically significant; 

significance was set at p < .05., rs =.13 and the test returned p=.49. The Spearman’s Rho 

test results supported the results of the qualitative analysis which suggested that all 

children writing, regardless of achievement and year level, were attending to the syntactic 

features of their texts with the exceptions that only Year 6 HWHM children thought about 

a grammar and that it seemed that Year 6 HWHM children attended to syntax less than the 

LWLM children. 

7.3 Metaphonological Awareness 

7.3.1 Introduction. 

I present the results for MPA, in this section of the chapter. The category, MPA, was based 

on Gombert’s (1992) categories of MLA. Gombert (1992) defined MPA as the “ability . . . 
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of identifying the phonological components in linguistic units and intentionally 

manipulating them” (p. 15). He distinguished between linguistic behaviour which took 

account of phonological units and the child’s ability to think about a word as an object and 

“to realize that it is made up of isolatable segments, namely syllables and phonemes” (p. 

15). The analysis of MPA here followed Gombert (1992) and focused on the latter type of 

behaviour.  

Bialystok (2001) described MLA in terms of the cognitive skills of control of attention, 

and analysis. The child’s verbalisation of MPA in interviews and verbalisations was 

attention to and reflection on spelling whole words, syllables and phonemes. Almost all of 

the children expressed MPA, which they called “spelling” or “sounding out.” 

7.3.2 Types of metaphonological awareness. 

The types of metaphonological awareness are presented in Table 37.  

Table 37 

Types of Metaphonological Awareness in Verbalisations and Interviews  

Type of MPA Description 

Spelling. The children talked about or showed in actions: 

• Concentrating on spelling. 

• Checking spelling. 

• Trying to spell a word. 

• Noticing they did not know how to spell a word. 

• Knowing they forgot how to spell a word. 

• Noticing correct spelling. 

• Noticing misspelled words. 

• Figuring out how to spell words. 

• Underlining misspellings. 

• Learning spelling words. 

Phoneme 

analysis. 

The children talked about or showed in actions that they: 

• Noticed phonemes. 

• Said the word to themselves. 

• Sounded out words out loud.  

• Subvocalised the sounds in a word. 

Whole-word 

noticing. 

The children: 

Talked about remembering what words look like.  

Syllables. 

 

The children: 

Broke the word into syllables and sounded it out and/or noticed a 

wrong inflection. 

Changing the 

word. 

 

The children: 

Talked about changing the spelling of a word which had been 

misspelled. 
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The children’s MPA was all directed towards spelling, enabling them to transcribe the 

words they needed to write their stories. The verbalisation and interview data showed 

some differences between profile groups and year levels.  

In the following sections, I compare and contrast children within each year level to show 

that all the data have been fully considered and to show the differences in MPA which 

indicate development occur over time at school and profile group. There is a difference 

from previous sections. I begin with Year 3 because the contrast between year levels and 

groups is clearer moving up the year levels. The children’s statements about each item did 

not differ greatly but the frequency of attention to a subcategory did. Accordingly, there is 

the dialectical engagement between counts and categories spoken of in the Method 

chapter. 

The differences were in the children’s strategic approaches to spelling unknown words. 

There was a subtle difference between the Year 3 profile groups: the LWLM children 

analysed the sounds in a number of words, in order to write them down: they sounded out 

words. a Year 3 HWHM child also analysed sounds but she whispered the sounds of the 

words under her breath (subvocalised) as she spelled them. The Year 4 LWHM group, the 

Year 5 HWLM and the Year 6 LWHM group analysed the syllables of unknown words so 

they could write them down. Year 6 HWHM writers seemed less troubled by spelling as 

they wrote: the video tapes showed them writing fast and fluently, suggesting that spelling 

became automatised over time at school and as writing and MLA improved. Perhaps they 

had some automaticity of spelling orthographically a range of words appropriate to their 

age level (Gentry, 1982). They recognised and fixed problems with whole words. The 

Year 6 high-scoring writers were able to call to mind earlier learned strategies (MPA) such 

as sounding out when it was necessary to solve problems. 

7.3.2.1 Phoneme analysis. Attention to phonemes seemed to be a characteristic of 

low metalinguistic children at Year 3. Year 3 LWLM children sounded out words as they 

wrote their paragraphs, “b.u.b.l.g.u.m” (Participant 7, 2015) for 16 out of 20, 80% of the 

total number of MPA mentions for their group. A Year 3 HWLM child also attended to 

phonemes. The child underlined a mistake in sounding out a word, “Because . . . I was 

writing fast so I did dr” (Participant 3, 2015). 

A Year 3 HWHM child had a subtly different spelling strategy. She continued to sound out 

words but she whispered the sounds under her breath which was subvocalising, 
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“b.a.s.k.e.t” (Participant 2, 2015). Subvocalising was 4 out of a total of 5, 80%, of MPA 

mentions from her group. Subvocalising required more fluent and automatised knowledge 

of sound to letter associations than sounding out and the subtle difference between the two 

groups showed the HWHM group employing a more sophisticated, automated spelling 

strategy.  

The Year 4 LWLM group, the lowest Year 4 profile group, were still employing sounding 

words out as a spelling strategy; however, they used this strategy in a smaller proportion 

than Year 3 LWLM children (1 out of a total of 6 MPA mentions, 17%). 

Sounding out words was a strategy employed by low metalinguistic children at Year 5, for 

example, “W.ai.h.e.k.e.” (Participant 18, 2015). They used this strategy for 4 out of a total 

of 17 MPA mentions, 24%. It seemed that these children, who may have learned some of 

an orthographic spelling lexicon, were able to utilise strategies which may have developed 

earlier when needed.  

The only Year 6 group which seemed to call upon previously learned strategies like 

sounding out words when needed was a high metalinguistic, LWHM group, for example: 

“f.a.m.i.l.y.” (Participant 29, 2015). It was 3 out of a total of 6 MPA mentions, 50%. 

7.3.2.2 Syllables. Year 3 children did not attend to syllables. The youngest writers 

and older low-achieving writers did not employ this strategy.  

At Year 4 a new strategy appeared. Analysing syllables was a characteristic of a high 

metalinguistic (LWHM) child at Year 4 and might indicate a shift in sophistication of 

perception of the word and automatisation of sound to letter associations. Perhaps his high 

metalinguistic ability enabled him to analyse the structure of words. This was the only 

strategy employed in the Year 4 LWHM group, “And here I just added the -ing . . . 

because my uncle was waiting and it said wait” (Participant 13, 2015).  

One high-scoring writer (HWLM) at Year 5 also attended to syllables as she tried to spell 

words: “ferr/y . . . star/ted . . . rea/lise . . . cous/in” (Participant 18, 2015). Syllabification 

may have been a strategy which facilitated good writing, enabling children to approximate 

unknown words so the flow of their writing was not interrupted. This strategy was 9 out of 

a total of 13, 69%, MPA mentions for the HWLM group.  

Syllabification appears as a spelling strategy on one word in the high-scoring 

metalinguistic Year 6 LWHM group, “Wha/ti/pu” (Participant 29, 2015).  
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7.3.2.3 Whole-word noticing. One child in the Year 3 LWHM group attended to 

whole words and to changing a word. He changed “McDonalds [which] was the only word 

I underlined” (Participant 5, 2015). Perhaps he noticed McDonalds because it is such a 

ubiquitous and noticeable word in our city environment. 

One child in the Year 5 HWHM, the highest writing group, seemed to be considering 

whole words to recognise spelling errors; he said he corrected spelling “By using a 

dictionary to correct my spelling . . . memorising all of my spelling words . . . I still make 

spelling mistakes” (Participant 16, 2015). 

One child in the Year 6 HWHM group and both children in the LWLM group mentioned 

noticing whole words. The LWLM children worried about spelling and noticed whole 

words but did not seem to have a range of strategies for spelling unknown words and this 

may have limited the words they used in their writing. All of their MPA mentions referred 

to spelling or were whole-word noticing. 

7.3.2.4 Automaticity. Year 6 high-scoring writing groups seemed to talk less about 

MPA or spelling than the other groups: 5 out of a total of 18 Year 6 MPA mentions, 28%, 

were by high writers. This suggested they needed to attend to spelling less and showed 

some automaticity of spelling knowledge. Facility with spelling might be linked with good 

writing. The low scoring writers had 13 out of a total of 18, 72% of Year 6 MPA mentions. 

7.3.2.5 Differences in developmental levels. The differences between the profile 

groups in the preceding account suggested that the children developed from attending to 

sound to letter associations, towards attention to syllables and this changed over time at 

school from Year 3 to Years 4 and 5, as well as according to membership of the high-

achieving metalinguistic (Year 4) and high-achieving writing (Year 5) profile groups. 

There seemed to be some differences between profile groups, from attention to parts of 

words to thinking about and changing the whole word. Year 6 writers mentioned thinking 

about spelling in the verbalisations and interviews and seemed to be thinking about the 

appearance of the whole word. At Year 6, it seemed that automaticity of spelling 

knowledge increased, and conscious attention to spelling was less in the HWHM children. 

As noted previously, the videotapes showed the Year 6 HWHM children writing fast and 

fluently and not appearing to stop to consider the spelling of a word.  
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7.3.3 The relationship between MPA and writing achievement.  

A hypothesis was formed that there might be a negative relationship between total number 

of MPA mentions and writing achievement because the high-achieving writers had more 

automatised orthographic (Gentry, 1982) spelling capability. Spearman’s Rho correlation 

was carried out to test whether there was a relationship. Significance was set at p<.05. The 

results showed a statistically significant negative association between the two variables: rs 

= -0.37, the test returned p (2-tailed) = 0.04. Therefore, the notion of no relationship could 

be rejected. This result seems to engage dialectically with the qualitative findings and 

show that better writers were thinking about spelling less. 
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8 Discussion 

8.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I discuss answers to the research questions: What is the nature of the 

relationship between children’s MLA and their writing performance in middle childhood? 

Can interindividual differences in types of MLA related to children’s writing performance 

in middle childhood be described, which indicate that children’s MLA develops alongside 

their writing development? What theory of metalinguistic development related to 

children’s writing performance in middle childhood can be supported? The discussion 

relates comparisons and contrasts between the four profile groups to the literature. The 

groups were: high-achieving writing and high-scoring MLA (HWHM), high-achieving 

writing and low scoring MLA (HWLM), low-achieving writing and high-scoring MLA 

(LWHM), and low-achieving writing and low scoring MLA (LWLM). There were four 

year levels: Year 3 (7-year-olds), Year 4 (8-year-olds), Year 5 (9-year-olds), Year 6 (10-

year-olds). 

The relationship between MLA and writing achievement is discussed in the first two 

sections. First, I argue that all children while writing, were employing some MLA. Writing 

is a metalinguistic activity. Next, I discuss the notion that children focused MLA on 

different aspects of language especially at moments of problem solving, although Clay’s 

(1975) finding that young children learning to write do not progress through levels of 

language in a hierarchical sequence must be kept in mind. I argue that implicit knowledge 

of language is important, alongside developing attention (Ellis, 2005; Van Lier, 1998). The 

second question about the development of MLA is explored in the next sections. I show 

that development of MLA was shown by different types of attention within each 

metalinguistic category (Gombert, 1992). In answer to the question about a theory of 

developing MLA, I discuss the notion that development of MLA in writing, at Years 3 to 

6, was a process of developing inner control of a network of metalinguistic strategies for 

acting on information and making choices (Clay, 1991; Myhill, 2009). The network 

metaphor links with a conceptualisation of children gaining control of a complex, system 

network of linguistic options for making meaning (Halliday, 1985/2014). I concur with 

other researchers that the network of metalinguistic strategies in writing might be self-

extending as it was in early reading (Boocock et al., 1998; Clay, 1991). The present study 

supports a theory that metalinguistic strategies are self-extending. 
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8.2 All Children Writing were Showing some Metalinguistic Awareness  

All the types of MLA described in preceding chapters were intrinsically related to writing 

achievement although, typically, the children did not use metalanguage to talk about them 

and described their MLA in ordinary language. Even very young writers have some MLA: 

Clay (1991) described the MLA needed for writing in early writers, for example, 

“directional schema . . . spaces between words” (p. 129) and “sounding out behaviour . . . 

beyond first letters . . . phonological identities of letters and letter clusters . . . new word” 

(p. 291). Whereas all children were employing some MLA as they wrote, high-achieving 

writers verbalised MLA more frequently as the statistically significant difference between 

high-scoring and low scoring writers’ groups showed concerning the frequency of MLA 

mentions in all the MLA categories. As Myhill and Jones (2015) argued, “writing is 

always an act of selecting, shaping, reflecting and revising . . . it is impossible to write 

without engaging in metalinguistic activity at some level” (p. 840). Evidence of instances 

of MLA in the different categories support the notion that MLA is intrinsic to writing 

achievement.  

All writers displayed a range of types of MSA, revealed by the descriptions of MSA 

subcategories. MSA comprised the children’s attention to meaning. Some of the children 

described in detail how they chose the meanings they wished to convey. The children’s 

attention to meaning reflects the centricity of meaning making to written communications 

(Langer, 1986).  

There was no relationship between numbers of MSA mentions and writing achievement 

suggesting that children within all profile groups showed MSA at similar rates. Rather, 

there were subtle, qualitative differences in MSA between the profile groups in the way 

they attended to meaning and the connection between language and meaning. Recent 

research has shown that MSA is essential to learning to write: if children focus on 

strategies for planning content, their motivation to write may be maintained. Basic 

transcription skills develop concomitantly (Arrimada et al., 2019).  

In this study, the children conceptualised writing as a meaning making activity. When 

choosing meanings, the children interrelated their private, school and play worlds in their 

texts (Haas Dyson, 2009). They wove interpersonal, ideational and textual metafunctions 

to communicate with readers the importance of these worlds (Halliday, 1985/2014).  
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MPRA comprised the children’s attention to the sociocultural context of their writing 

(Myhill, 2012), in particular, their attention to the communicative effectiveness of 

language on the interlocutor or reader (Pittard & Martlew, 2000). I found no evidence of a 

relationship between quantities of MPRA mentions and writing achievement. Rather, it 

seemed that the mentions of MPRA in the data showed that children in all profile groups 

and year levels were thinking in some way about their readers. Their communication with 

readers showed the children employing MLA to create identities in their social context 

(Haas Dyson, 2009; Kostouli, 2009).  

The children conceived of the readers of their writing as influenced by words. MLXA was 

defined as the child’s awareness of the word (Gombert, 1992; Myhill, 2012). The children 

in the smaller verbalisation and interview sample (N=31) often talked about finding words 

to express their mental representations of their experiences and seemed focused on the 

word as a unit of meaning. Lexical diversity is a characteristic of quality writing (Myhill, 

2009; Wood et al., 2020). The children’s attention to words showed they considered that 

words were important to creating effective texts. 

The children recognised words as conventional signs. Understanding the concept of a word 

required three things: understanding that the word is a “unit of language” (p. 80); 

recognising the word “as an arbitrary phonological label” (p. 80) and understanding “the 

metalinguistic term ‘word’” (Bowey & Tunmer, 1984, as cited in Gombert, 1992, p. 80). 

Even the younger children talked confidently about words. They seemed to recognise that 

the word was a unit of language. This may be a consequence of participating in literacy 

tuition from age 5. The children’s conceptualisations of words differ from Piaget’s (1926, 

as cited in Gombert, 1992) notion that at 7 to 8 years old, children believed that the word 

was invented by the object’s creator; at 9 to 10 the children could recognise a word as a 

conventional sign separated from the signifier.  

Words, among other features of language expressed emotion. MEA focused on expressing 

the emotions of the writer (Jakobson, 1960) and the emotional response of the reader. Most 

children were attentive to and conscious of the emotive qualities of their writing and 

searched for emotive language to express themselves. They chose topics about which they 

were passionate. They wished to communicate their feelings. They wanted their readers to 

feel what they felt and they wanted the readers to feel part of the experience. Myhill, 

Lines, and Jones (2020) also found that children were aware of the power of writing to 
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invoke an emotional response: their young writers said that they wanted their readers to 

feel the emotions the writer was sharing and “feel like they’re in the story” (p. 114). MEA 

seemed to be the main motivation for the children’s writing. They perceived that the 

emotive qualities of a text, well expressed, were often those which made it interesting, 

engaging and entertaining to the reader. Employing the interpersonal metafunction of 

language (Halliday, 1985/2014) enabled the children to convey emotional meanings. 

Notably, some of the children chose to communicate difficult emotions: annoyance, 

sadness and a sense of loss. 

MTA was the children’s awareness of structures in the text which were larger than one 

sentence or a distinctive part of the text which had a function which was important to the 

elaboration of meaning in the whole text. I found no evidence that the quantity of MTA 

utterances was related to achievement in writing. The subcategories of MTA showed the 

children engaging in many instances of MTA. This showed that most children thought 

metatextually about their writing on some level although there were few expressions of 

considerations of genre. Expressions of MTA represented the children striving for control 

of the textual metafunction through attending to aspects of the construction of their texts 

(Halliday, 1985/2014). Children expressed attention to ordering the text, for example. 

They were referring to “organizing the discursive flow and creating cohesion and 

continuity as it moves along” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 31). 

MSYNA, which was the ability to verbalise the syntactic aspects of language, and to 

control grammatical rules, occurred across profile groups and age levels. The type of 

MSYNA Year 3 children expressed were still at issue at Year 6, especially for poorer 

writers, although in better writers there might be some automatisation and fewer 

expressions of attention to syntax.  

Expressions of MSYNA showed the children striving for control of the textual 

metafunction but these rarely referred explicitly to grammatical categories. The children’s 

control of syntax seemed to rest on implicit language knowledge to employ the lexico 

grammatical resources of the language to make meaning (Halliday, 1985/2014). An 

explanation for the children’s apparent lack of grammatical terminology might derive from 

the account of research into grammar teaching and teacher confidence in knowledge of 

grammar, reviewed previously (Elley et al., 1976; Jeurissen, 2012). Some children said 

they learned about grammar from their teachers and the children’s MSYNA may reflect 
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teaching. Direct instruction of traditional grammar was shown to be ineffective (Elley et 

al., 1976). It is possible that their teachers were not confident in their knowledge of 

grammar (Jeurissen, 2012) and/or did not possess knowledge of a contextualised, 

functional grammar teaching pedagogy shown to be effective in teaching grammar and 

improving writing (S. Jones et al., 2012; Myhill, 2018; Myhill, Lines, & Watson, 2012). 

Children from all profile groups showed some metaphonological awareness. This was 

expressed in different ways and showed differences between writers’ spelling strategies 

which indicated that some children had more developed spelling capability. This will be 

discussed subsequently. Spelling was linked with writing quality (Abbott et al., 2010); the 

children were aware that spelling was important and expressed attention to it. The 

children’s expressions of MPA connected the sound and writing hierarchies of language 

(Halliday, 1985/2014) through attending to the connections between phonemic awareness 

and letters. Some children, for example, sounded out words or whispered the sounds under 

their breath.  

Several children noticed morphology in the form of tense inflections but mentions of this 

MLA were few. Morphology links syntax and semantics (McCutchen & Stull, 2014) and 

attention to morphology develops spelling (Goodwin & Ahn, 2013). Writers may try to 

spell more complex words if they have morphemic awareness (Goodwin & Ahn, 2013). 

Morphological awareness which links to semantic and syntactic awareness may enable 

children to choose precise vocabulary and to express their ideas with control of syntax 

(McCutchen & Stull, 2014). 

Each of the categories showed children attending metalinguistically to the resources of 

language they were choosing, to construct their texts. Some children attended more to one 

category than another. MLA was intricately linked to writing success. 

8.3  MLA was Focused on Moments of Problem Solving  

The children’s MLA while writing was focused on the metalinguistic categories at 

moments when problems needed to be solved, which demanded the children’s strategic 

attention. This is part of the nature of the relationship between MLA and writing 

achievement. They were problem solving around: MSA, creating meanings; MLXA, 

choosing evocative words; MEA, expressing emotion; MPRA, trying to imagine a reader 

and that reader’s response; MTA, controlling textual features that were greater than 
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sentences; MSYNA, writing sentences and ensuring the writing made sense, and MPA, 

spelling.  

The children’s developing attention seemed to be a process of noticing new problems 

while writing and strategically solving those problems. Once a problem had been solved 

the knowledge and a strategy for knowing became automatised and the child moved on to 

new problems and new strategies (whilst still sometimes reverting to older strategies) 

(Siegler, 1996). For example, the Year 3 LWLM writers attended to high-frequency words 

as the language chunks for constructing their stories and strategically chose them word by 

word to create a text. However, HWHM writers in the same year level thought about the 

perlocutionary effect (Austin, 1975) of their words and looked for “interesting” and 

“exciting” words to enhance their stories. The children seemed to be problem solving in 

different ways: a Year 3 LWLM child was finding ordinary words to express herself. The 

HWHM children were attending to the rhetorical power of words and they were attending 

very quickly with some automaticity to high-frequency words.  

The children were problem solving around the meanings they were choosing in their 

writing. The children’s attention to meaning showed that MSA utterances were 43% of all 

MLA utterances (635 out of 1,471). Several other studies revealed that children were 

problem solving around meaning. Myhill, Lines, and Jones (2020) found that “questions 

intended to prompt discussion of linguistic choices and their effects were often answered 

with reference to the content of the writing” (p. 10). Gadd et al. (2019) stated that 

“underachieving students find “thinking of ideas to write about” very difficult and often 

stated that they did not like writing at school because you have to write on boring topics” 

(p. 5). They found that children said, “the teacher selected a topic that was interesting for 

me” (Gadd et al., 2019, p. 5) was a teaching strategy which children thought made writing 

easier. Langer (1986) stated that children’s main concern was with the meanings they were 

creating. The novelty the data in this study show is evidence that the children problem 

solve around selecting the aspects of their experiences to represent while writing. The 

children’s attention to meaning reflects the theoretical conceptualisation of language as 

functional and the essence of language as creating and communicating meanings in a 

sociocultural context (Halliday, 1985/2014; Hancock, 2009; Myhill & Jones, 2015). 

The act of communicating meanings in writing requires consideration of readers. The 

category MPRA, in oral language, is the ability to organise and regulate speech and it 
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encompasses the communicative functions of language rather than language as 

representation (Gombert, 1992). Writing, however, requires control of language as 

representation and language as communication. In a school setting, rather than addressors 

and interlocutors, there are writers who must consider their readers. The children knew the 

reader was the researcher and transcripts revealed some children problem solving 

concerning the type and quantity of information to give the reader. Myhill (2012) stated 

that children were very aware of their teachers as readers, “young writers’ metalinguistic 

understanding is heavily shaped by their teachers’ constructions of what is valuable in 

writing” (p. 265). The figure of the implied reader prompted problem solving around an 

imagined response. The children estimated the illocutionary force (Searle, 1968) of their 

writing and described the writing’s intended perlocutionary effect (Austin, 1975).  

While imagining the needs and responses of an implied reader, the children conceptualised 

the effectiveness of parts of the text. The best writers, Year 6 HWHM and HWLM, were 

problem solving concerning how best to write an introduction and conclusion, naming 

them with appropriate metalanguage; they appeared to be considering the rhetorical effects 

of those parts of their texts on their readers. The metalanguage was a conduit for increased 

awareness of the functional purpose of the parts of the texts, to introduce and to conclude 

the story. It raised “language awareness that can be linked to the purposes for which 

language is being used” (Schleppegrell, 2017, p. 387).  

The children spoke about solving problems with ordering the text and deciding upon the 

main events. Myhill (2009) found that secondary aged children developed from speech 

patterns to writing patterns; thinking about order and conceiving salient events showed a 

nascent awareness that a piece of writing could be structured differently from simply 

encoding speech in writing. The children were confronted with the problems inherent in 

translating an amorphous experience into the sequential development of ideas in a piece of 

writing. They had to employ writing’s synoptic view of reality and construe experience 

like a text (Halliday, 1985/2014).  

The limited use of metalanguage in the category, MSYNA was salient. The children 

named and considered tropes and word classes but they did not link them to effective 

writing. Adjectives were the only word class mentioned spontaneously and there was a 

perception, perhaps erroneous (Myhill et al., 2016), that adding adjectives improved 

writing. The children conceptualised the use of adjectives as one way of solving the 
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problem of adding detail. One child named tropes as a possible solution to the problem of 

improving his writing but did not relate them to desired effects. Christie and Derewianka 

(2008) detailed the linguistic development of children as they develop as writers. Whilst 

children might know some of this metalanguage the children in this study did not seem to 

know it. The data seemed to evidence Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) notion that linguistic 

items can be in use and unconsciously reorganised into a system before they can be 

described. In Gombert’s (1992) terms, the children’s knowledge was procedural and not 

yet declarative. 

The children had an intuitive notion of the importance of sentences to the expression of 

ideas. Whilst most developing writers can write a sentence (Berninger et al., 2011), low-

achieving writers and low-MLA children seemed to attend more to sentences suggesting 

the concept, sentence, was more problematic for them. This reflected the research which 

showed the complexity of writing sentences for children (St Clair-Thompson & 

Gathercole, 2006). Writing sentences required complex links between aspects of language: 

the children must link lower level processes like forming words with letters and higher 

level processes like the syntagmatic, syntactical relationship of words in the sentence (St 

Clair-Thompson & Gathercole, 2006). Ideational and textual metafunctions interlink 

(Halliday, 1985/2014). Many aspects of syntax are employed to express ideas although 

thought is held to be expressed on the sentence level of language (Berninger et al., 2011).  

Low-achieving writers attended to making sense more than high-achieving writers which 

suggested that it was problematic for them. Making sense comprised making contiguous 

ideas drawn from experience, which were multiplex and not linear, in the genre the 

children were writing (Berninger et al., 2011). When noticing making sense, MSYNA of 

syntactic aberrations might be triggered by semantic as well as syntactic abnormalities 

(Gombert, 1992). The children considered meaning to make sense and it seemed that 

syntax and semantics were inextricable. The children interlinked all the voices in their 

worlds to intuit how language made sense (Bakhtin, 1981; Jesson & Rosedale, 2015); 

“That sense guided their efforts to appropriate, orchestrate and adapt their diverse 

experiential and symbolic resources” (Haas Dyson, 2009, p. 9). When children try to make 

their writing make sense, context and language are interrelated to convey ideational, 

textual and interpersonal meanings (Schleppegrell, 2017).  
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Year 6 HWHM children mentioned the term grammar, probably referring to traditional 

prescriptive grammar, but it did not seem to figure in their problem solving as they wrote. 

The use of the term suggested a nascent awareness of grammar which could be developed 

into understanding a grammatical description of language as a complex system network 

(Halliday, 1985/2014). One child said that “I think it [grammar] would help me be a better 

writer” (Participant 24, 2015). This might suggest openness on the part of the children to 

learning about grammar for writing. Myhill, Jones, et al. (2012) found that teaching 

grammar functionally as part of a writing assignment in a particular genre improved the 

writing of good writers but not the poor writers whose results in their study were 

influenced by extralinguistic factors like absenteeism or transience. They later focused a 

study on developing the writing of poorer writers and found that teaching grammar in 

context improved the writing of poor writers (Myhill et al., 2018).  

Punctuation may be related to thought and grammar (Fayol, 1997, as cited in Wagner et 

al., 2011). Attending to problems with sense, sentences and punctuation may be linked. 

Low-achieving writers seemed to attend more to punctuation and found it problematic. The 

linear development of ideas in writing integrally requires punctuation (Fayol, 1997, as 

cited in Wagner et al., 2011).  

Year 6 HWHM children and three of the Year 3 profile groups mentioned tense when 

problems were apparent. Although the concept verb and the concept tense are linguistically 

sophisticated (Leech, 2013), this suggested that understanding tense can be taught and 

developed even in younger children. The children were attentive to morphology (Goodwin 

& Ahn, 2013; McCutchen & Stull, 2014) and beginning to develop awareness of meaning 

bearing segments of words. Attention to tense showed a nascent awareness of language as 

a system with ranks as a dynamic point in the system where meanings are made. The 

children were becoming aware of morphology as a rank as a part of words (Halliday, 

1985/2014).  

Children from all profile groups in the present study were attending to “the phonological 

components in linguistic units and intentionally manipulating them” (Gombert, 1992, p. 

15), to solve problems with spelling. The children seemed aware that progress towards 

skilful spelling is important to good writing (Abbott et al., 2010). Spelling contributed to 

composition quality throughout the primary school years (Abbott et al., 2010). Spelling is 

theorised to be one part of the simple view of writing predicated on the simple view of 
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reading. Writing, in the simple view, is ideas plus spelling although neither ideas nor 

spelling are simple in themselves (Juel et al., 1986).  

The children showed differing types of attention to different orthographic aspects of a 

word. Interindividual differences among spelling strategies offered evidence of a 

developmental trajectory. This accords with Gombert’s (1992) findings; whilst there was 

evidence of phonemic analysis from ages 5 to 6 years onwards, it generally did not appear 

until ages 6 to 7 years after the children’s experience of formal instruction in reading and 

writing in an alphabetic language. In New Zealand, the children in this study had formal 

reading and writing instruction from entry to school at age 5 and progress in phonemic 

analysis was expected from age 5.  

8.4 Development of MLA Within and Across the Categories 

In this section, the finely grained description of the interindividual development depicted 

by the children’s expressions of MLA is the unique contribution of this study. The results 

are explained in relation to existing writing research but the uniqueness of this study is 

illustrating that the children were aware of each aspect of language. I argue that 

development of MLA is developing attention to language as an abstraction which can be 

controlled for rhetorical effect. In each category, I propose and explain development and 

figure it (except MSYNA and MPA) on continua of MLA as increasingly explicit 

representation extending analysis and making choices as an extension of control 

(Bialystok, 2001). Then, I argue that there was some evidence of development across the 

metalinguistic categories (Gombert, 1992).  

Analysis is the child’s ability “to create mental representations of linguistic information at 

increasingly detailed levels of structure” (Bialystok, 2001, p. 131). This may include 

employing metalanguage. Control of attention is “the process that allows the child to direct 

attention to specific aspects of . . . a mental representation as problems are solved in real 

time” (Bialystok, 2001, p131). Problem solving while writing, involves the child choosing 

between alternatives. Making choices or design decisions (Myhill, 2009) as part of MLA 

in writing extends the notion of MLA as control of attention. Increasingly explicit 

representation extends the notion of analysis. Analysis and control of attention are EF 

employed while writing. The EF contributed to children’s writing composition quality 

(Drijbooms et al., 2015).  
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Karmiloff-Smith’s (1986) notions of explicitation and redescription connect with 

Bialystok’s (2001) notion of analysis. Analysis can be conceived of as explicitation and 

representational redescription. Bialystok (2001) acknowledged there were similarities but 

she said they were not the same. In this study, analysis, termed increasingly explicit 

representation and control, termed making choices synthesises conceptualisations of MLA 

from Bialystok (2001), Karmiloff-Smith (1986) and Myhill (2009) to describe accurately 

the MLA the children were expressing. The cognitive processes were inextricably 

interlinked as MLA developed; they are figured on two axes subsequently which show the 

connection.  

Development is inferred from differences between profile groups. Whilst the results 

reflected children’s individual paths to literacy, patterns could be inferred. The proposed 

continua portray development as nonlinear. The conceptualisation of development is that 

children develop the ability to manoeuvre “with more control, more flexibility on 

expanding textual landscapes of diverse voices” (Haas Dyson, 2009, p. 235), rather than on 

an imaginary linear trajectory to literacy. This echoes Clay’s notion of development. 

Children develop inner control of a network of strategies for working on diverse texts to 

create writing (Clay, 1991). The network of strategies reflects the conceptualisation of 

language as a complex system network in functional grammar (Halliday, 1985/2014). 

8.4.1 Attention developed within the MLA categories. 

Differences between profile groups, within each category, suggested that higher achieving 

children showed more developed, abstract and sophisticated awareness of language as an 

entity in and of itself, which can be manipulated for rhetorical effect. They conceived of 

language as functional in context of use.  

The children could describe how they made choices. They had an increasingly 

sophisticated self-awareness of their own cognitive processes, relating mental 

representations of their experience to the written word. Those with more developed MSA 

spontaneously reviewed their work and noticed ideational (Halliday, 1985/2014) content 

they had omitted. They also had some conception of how to add detail.  

Children with more developed MPRA showed increasing control of the interpersonal 

metafunction (Halliday, 1985/2014). They talked about an increasingly complex notion of 

the needs of an implied reader for whom they were writing and of designing their writing 

to meet those needs (Myhill, 2009; Myhill, Lines, & Jones, 2020).  
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The children with more developed MLXA were aware of “the unbounded power of . . . 

words” (Conrad, 1899/2014, p. 77) and the number of references to words, signifying 

attention to words, was moderately correlated to increased writing performance. Lexical 

diversity is related to writing quality (Wood et al., 2020) The children expressed attention 

to wording which is at the core of instantiating the lexico grammar of the language to 

create meanings (Halliday, 1985/2014).  

Young writers with more developed MEA were increasingly aware of the emotive power 

of language and the number of children’s references to the emotive properties of their texts 

(Jakobson, 1960), was moderately correlated to their writing performance. The 

interpersonal metafunction was in play when children expressed MEA (Halliday, 

1985/2014).  

Regarding MTA, children in high writing and high MLA profile groups showed they 

understood and used paragraphs and they used metalanguage to describe the parts of a text, 

which showed abstract awareness of text structure. They expressed increasing control of 

the textual metafunction (Halliday, 1985/2014). Developed MSYNA was an abstract 

conceptualisation of a grammar.  

MPA results showed that there might be a developmental sequence: from sounding out 

words (phonemically), towards analysing syllables to noticing problems with whole words. 

However, young, low-achieving child writers who attended to sounds and linked them to 

letters might have been noticing as complex a facet of written language as older, higher 

achieving writers who were noticing problems with whole words. As children had higher 

achievement in writing, they wrote with greater automaticity of spelling. They noticed the 

appearance of whole words and corrected them.  

8.4.1.1 Metasemantic awareness. In the MSA category, interindividual differences 

between children’s MSA differed from conflating writing with experience to focusing on 

the writing as artefact (Halliday, 1985/2014, 1993).  

The types of MSA may be placed on two continua of increasingly explicit representation 

and making choices, as Figure 6 shows. Representation was the ability to perceive 

language as an abstraction, as if it were a thing in and of itself (Cazden, 1974), a complex 

system network of signifiers, separate from referents. Making choices was choosing to 

employ linguistic items in writing. The idea for the two axes in the figure came from 
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Bialystok (2001) but the labels on the continua were conceived for this study. (The labels 

were explained in section 8.4.)  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Metasemantic awareness on the continua of explicit representation and making 

choices. 
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At the lower end of development, LWLM children perceived their writing as if it were the 

actual experience and when asked to comment on the writing, commented on the 

experience; they seemed to show less explicit attention to the written representation; this 

reflected Gombert’s (1992) notion that younger children are not able to separate word and 

referent. High-achieving writers, however, commented on the writing and had a more 

sophisticated capability to separate language and referents and view the writing as an 

abstraction from the reality they were representing. Distanciation from the written word is 

a capability of a good writer and those who were attending to the writing showed this type 

of distanciation (Dolz & Erard, 2000; Rijlaarsdam & Couzjin, 2000).  

Children’s employment of strategies for focusing on and evaluating the writing seemed to 

depend on the question which was asked. When asked to say what they did not like about 

the writing, more children talked about the writing itself. A question about improvement 

directed most children’s attention to language. However, they commented on “adjectives 

and, . . . action words” (Participant 30, 2015) and “all the language features I was taught . . 

. [such as] metaphors and onomatopoeia” (Participant 26, 2015) not on how the linguistic 

items might better communicate their meanings (Myhill, 2012). This seemed to be 

evidence of some explicit representation but less evidence of making choices because they 

were not saying how they would employ the linguistic items to convey meaning. Gombert 

(1992) stated that children do not understand metaphor until age 11. The reference to 

metaphor and onomatopoeia might show a nascent awareness of figurative language. The 

child made a direct reference to content recently taught in class so the terminology was 

known: Caden said “my teacher taught me” (Participant 26, 2015). Although Caden 

explained what onomatopoeia meant but not the complex concept, metaphor, he did not 

connect the metalinguistic terms to a developed idea of controlling choices to create 

rhetoric and appropriate communication in his story.  

Some children verbalised ideas before writing. I have called this strategy a stream of 

consciousness monologue. This is figured at the lower end of developing MSA because the 

children relied on their spontaneous production and implicit knowledge of language 

thereby being less conscious of representation and selection of linguistic items (Bialystok, 

2001; Ellis, 2005; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; Van Lier, 1998). The well-known idea that 

“reading and writing float on a sea of talk” (Britton, 1983, p. 11) or Vygotsky’s (1986) 

notion of talk as a psychological tool “for developing thinking about shaping meaning in 

writing” (Jesson, Fontich, & Myhill, 2016, p. 155) was invoked by the semblance of a 
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connection between the stream of consciousness monologue strategy for verbalising ideas 

and writing achievement. It enabled later reflection on the ideas that were chosen. 

Several studies have linked children’s oral language capabilities with writing achievement. 

Myhill and Jones (2009) noted that “the view that talk supports writing is a commonplace 

pedagogical and theoretical belief” (p. 281). They suggested that “oral rehearsal” (p. 281) 

is a possible connection between the spontaneous utterance of a stream of ideas reported in 

this study and the more formal language demands of written texts. Kim et al. (2011) found 

that oral language was one of three component skills (oral language, spelling and letter 

writing fluency) uniquely related to writing achievement at the end of kindergarten years. 

Children’s oral language skills (ability to reason verbally, phonological awareness and 

remembering sentences) were related to fluency in writing in second and third grade 

students (Abbott & Berninger, 1993). Oral grammar was found to be longitudinally related 

to syntactic complexity in the written narratives of fourth- and sixth-grade children in the 

Netherlands (Drijbooms et al., 2017). Davies and Meissel (2016) found that training 

adolescent students in critical awareness discussions resulted in improved writing 

incorporating evidence of critical awareness thinking. Myhill (2009) called the 

verbalisation of ideas “translation” (p. 411). She found development towards 

“transformation” (p. 411) of thought, once it was put into words, by the communicative 

possibilities and limitations of writing. Although the stream of consciousness monologue 

required less awareness of explicit representation of linguistic items and of making choices 

because it expressed children’s implicit language knowledge, it enabled later perception of 

the language and decisions about inclusion of ideas. Oral expression of ideas began linking 

context, semantic and lexico grammatical strata of language through the ideational 

metafunction; ideas began to be texts (Halliday, 1985/2014, 1993). 

Children expressed various strategies for including ideas in their stories. Some children 

showed more developed sophistication in the way they strategised selecting ideas about the 

chosen topic for inclusion. Merely listing ideas for inclusion in the story seemed to be a 

strategy at the lower end of development and was common to most of the writers. 

However, selecting ideas which were important to the story line, estimating how 

interesting ideas might be to the reader and evaluating the relevance of ideas to the story 

required perceiving and controlling choices (Bialystok, 2001); they had to express the 

choices through appropriate language. The data show the children beginning to employ 

high-level EF to plan (Diamond, 2013). The child had to make judgements involving 
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consideration of the story line and the reader and select the idea (Kellogg, 2008), thus 

invoking Bruner’s (1957) notion of a strategy for coding the stimulus in a category, in this 

case an important idea contributing to a sequence of ideas in a text.  

When selecting ideas for inclusion, children with more developed MSA were self-aware of 

their mental representations and were able to distance themselves from their ideas and their 

texts in order to perceive and control their choices of meaning. Children who had more 

developed MSA were able to engage in metaverbal activity: “the goal of a metaverbal 

activity is . . . external: it aims at the preparation, the assessment and the transmission of 

the verbal activity” (Dolz & Erard, 2000, p. 127). For example, one child talked about 

writing ideas in his mind and then deciding whether to include them in the story. However, 

this MSA was not confined to good writers, suggesting that MSA developed inconsistently 

in relation to levels of writing achievement (Clay, 1975). More developed MSA in low-

achieving writers indicates the importance that they attach to choosing interesting ideas 

about which to write (Gadd et al., 2019).  

A child with more developed MSA (Abby) showed some control over how her writing 

might present and construct a point of view and saw a separation between herself and the 

persona in the text. She did not assume that the writing was coincident with the experience 

and that the writing reflected a fixed notion of reality. Her understanding of point of view 

suggested that her interpellation of the first-person subject in the story showed a nascent 

understanding that subjectivity is rhetorically constructed and intratextually formulated. 

Using culturally saturated signs to express themselves, “The children become the agents of 

their own cultural and social making” (Kress, 1997, p. 33). Haas Dyson (2009) and 

Kostouli (2009) showed that children create powerful identities through their writing. 

Abby represented her experience and retold comments made by her family, coach and 

peers to create her persona and identity as a successful sportswoman. 

The children had to conceptualise and select the particularities of an experience to 

represent in writing in order to add detail. Children in all the groups talked about adding 

detail but more high-achieving writers mentioned it. They strove to control the maxim of 

quantity (Grice, 1991). However, few children seemed to know how to add detail or even 

what detail might mean. They differed from merely saying I could “add a little bit more 

detail” (Participant 30, 2015) towards a more developed ability to control the detail the 

clarity of expression of their meanings to a reader might require: “if the audience should 
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know that or if they shouldn’t know that and what . . . detail . . . I should add or not” 

(Participant 25, 2015). Thinking about using the right amount of detail in a story required 

consideration of the reader, the text and the experience, described by Kellogg (2008) as a 

complex metalinguistic skill he called “knowledge crafting” (p. 1). Knowledge crafting 

interweaves ideational, interpersonal and textual metafunctions (Halliday, 1985/2014). 

Myhill (2009) found a trajectory of development in teenage writers from “declaration” to 

“elaboration” (p. 409). In the present study, the children’s notions of what it meant to add 

detail suggested a nascent transition from declaration to elaboration. Adding detail 

increases writing quality: instructing freshmen essay writers to elaborate on texts they had 

written resulted in human markers’ judgements that essay quality increased (Crossley & 

McNamara, 2016).  

Several HWHM children showed more developed MSA strategies for spontaneously 

reviewing their writing. Review is complex and includes three processes, problem 

detection, problem diagnosis and strategy selection (Flower et al., 1986), which each 

require both explicit representation of language, perceiving and identifying the problem 

and the ability to make choices to fix it. The children read and comprehended their own 

texts, which can be difficult for some children (McCutchen, 1996), and compared them to 

their memories of their experience. This required both awareness of language and writing 

as an object in itself and focus on their mental representations. Researchers have found that 

review leads to better writing. Students who could review their essays and increase 

elaboration and cohesion in them received improved expert judgements of essay quality 

(Crossley & McNamara, 2016). Individual differences in working memory can affect 

children’s ability to review writing and may account for differences in MLA (McCutchen, 

1996). 

8.4.1.2 Metalexical awareness. The children were very attentive to the 

communicative power of words. Development in MLXA differed from talking about 

words as units of language that authors might choose, word by word, to write their stories, 

at the lower end of explicit representation and making choices, towards a consciousness of 

choosing words with an intended perlocutionary effect (Austin, 1975). A Year 3 LWLM 

child writing her story word by word accorded with Gombert’s (1992) notion that at 7 

years old, children think of words as “part of the speech chain” (p. 74). The Year 6 

HWHM children mentioned the more abstract concept, vocabulary, and showed an 

understanding of the concept: lexicon which offered choices of words. This accorded with 
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the notion that developing a bank of words preceded reflection on the lexicon (Gombert, 

1992). The difference in the children’s use of words evinced development towards 

choosing words with greater lexical density (Halliday & Hasan, 1989).  

Figure 7 depicts the subcategories discussed in this metalexical awareness section on two 

continua of explicit representation and making choices. As the explicitation of the words 

became more developed, there was cognisance of the rhetorical power of words to 

influence readers. The properties of words were distinguished from referents in the 

children’s thought. As the ability to select words according to their semantic properties 

was more developed there was greater awareness of making choices.   
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A Year 6 (aged 10) HWHM child was able to objectify words and choose them for their 

emotive qualities, evidence of both explicit representation and attention to making choices, 

which reflected Gombert’s (1992) assertion that it is not until age 10 that children 

recognise the semantic properties of the word. However, Year 3 (aged 7) HWHM children 

talked about choosing words for their rhetorical impact showing that even young children 

can consider the semantic properties of the word. The MLXA of choosing words may be 

similarly challenging throughout the years of schooling but the actual words change. For 

example, a young child may find thinking conceptually about same and different 

challenging whereas these words are well known by older children and new words become 

challenging (Nagy et al., 2012). An aspect of Dolz and Erard’s (2000) notion of 

“metaverbal activity” (p. 126) was reflection upon the verbal activities enabling 

communication in social exchanges. The children who attended to choosing emotive words 

were focused on the type of words which might communicate their emotion in their 

writing, which for them was essentially communication in a social exchange. The 

interpersonal metafunction was salient (Halliday, 1985/2014). The children’s emotive 

words linked private, friendship and school worlds (Haas Dyson, 2009). 

Distanciation from the word (Dolz & Erard, 2000) and objectification of language was 

shown by some children who were able spontaneously to refer to words using 

metalanguage and showed more developed explicit representation as part of MLXA. On 

Chen and Myhill’s (2016) account, linking words with metalinguistic labels showed ability 

in thinking about an abstract concept and linking it with a system, which paralleled with 

Vygotsky’s (1986) theorisation of children’s understanding of scientific concepts, 

abstracted from reality and linked to a system, rather than a word being seen as a property 

of a referent.  

However, even the best writers’ metalanguage for talking about words when they were 

discussing their writing was very limited: “vocabulary” (Participant 25, 2015), “adjective . 

. .. generaliser” (Participant 8, 2015) and “descriptive” (Participant 9, 2015). Nevertheless, 

the children talked and thought metalinguistically about words using terms like 

“interesting . . .exciting” (Participant 24, 2015), “not basic [or vocabulary] up to the next 

level” (Participant 25, 2015). Myhill (2012) also found that whilst children did not have a 

metalanguage, they talked metalinguistically about their writing in everyday language. In 

this study, the ordinary references to words were a gesture towards striving for ways to 



200 

describe the rhetorical effects of words and improving their writing. The children showed 

awareness that lexical choice is important to writing quality (Wood et al., 2020).  

Using this everyday terminology, some children talked about striving for more complex 

vocabulary which seemed to be more developed explicit representation and ability to make 

choices as part of MLXA because the children were abstracting from the words to consider 

them and consciously making selections. According to Gombert (1992), adults accessed 

the lexicon with automatic processing and automatic processing was posited as more likely 

in children. Yet the children in the present study were deliberately trying to access the 

mental lexicon to choose more sophisticated, evocative words. Sophisticated vocabulary 

improves writing quality (Lawrence et al., 2010; Lesaux et al., 2010). 

There was a small amount of evidence that the children with more developed ability to 

notice words and then elect to use them, chose words of Latin origin over Anglo Saxon 

words (described in section 6.3.2.3). Researchers have theorised Latin words as more 

abstract, conceptually precise and useful in academic writing (Nagy et al., 2012; Newton, 

1997) and more sophisticated (Myhill, 2009). The children’s word choices suggested they 

were identifying words which were morphologically complex as more sophisticated and 

suitable for written language (Nagy et al., 2012). The children showed awareness of 

academic vocabulary which enables clear, precise communication of academic subject 

matter (Nagy et al., 2012, p. 92). This study did not investigate teaching. However, it is 

known that academic vocabulary knowledge is responsive to teaching. Researchers found 

that students increased their vocabulary and wider knowledge of words and how they 

work, through academic vocabulary interventions (Lesaux et al., 2010; Townsend & 

Collins, 2009).  

Some high-scoring writers and high metalinguistic children analysed and chose a word 

because its meaning was more precise and better depicted their mental representation of 

their experiences (Bialystok, 2001; McCutchen, 1996; Myhill & Newman, 2016). This 

gestured towards awareness of the purposes of more literary or academic language to 

convey more “nuanced ideas and phenomena” (Crossley & McNamara, 2016, p. 93). 

Myhill (2012) found children were aware of “the power of specific word choices to have a 

marked effect on the reader” (p. 257). Children with more developed MLXA paid 

metaverbal attention to the words which mediate between human beings and the world in 
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which they live so the words could represent it (Dolz & Erard, 2000). The ability to engage 

in metaverbal activities is linked with mastery of a written task (Dolz & Erard, 2000).  

Children who intended their words to have perlocutionary effects (Austin, 1975) might 

develop towards thinking about imagery. Only one child referred to creating imagery with 

words using the word image; some HWHM children attended to imagery without using the 

word image (for example the word “soft” to convey the softness of the bunny) and HWHM 

children in Years 3 to 5 said they were desirous of making pictures in the reader’s mind. 

Myhill’s (2012) participants also said that words might “create a picture in your mind” (p. 

257) or depict “what the person in the story is actually seeing” (p. 257). Mentioning 

imagery was developed consideration of words which required distanciation from words 

(Dolz & Erard, 2000) to consider their connotations as well as from the reality the word 

denotes; there was selection of words to create the image which may have been intuitive 

(Van Lier, 1998). When students are taught strategies for employing imagery in their 

writing it contributes to the improvement of writing quality (Graham, McKeown, Kiuhara, 

& Harris, 2012).  

High-achieving writers and/or high metalinguistic children attended to synonymy by 

talking about avoiding repeating words (Gombert, 1992), which seemed to show 

developed and explicit consideration of the words and ability to make choices; recognising 

synonymy may develop later than understanding lexical ambiguity (Gombert, 1992). 

Children who use a wider range of different words in writing show developmental 

differences according to grade (Wood et al., 2020). Considering synonymy required the 

child to make the linguistic item opaque and consider it (Cazden, 1974). They must pay 

metaverbal attention to the word and distance themselves from the word and the reality 

depicted (Dolz & Erard, 2000), in order to “try to use different vocabulary each time you 

are trying to say the same thing” (Participant 25, 2015).  

Each type of MLXA is figured on the two continua, increasingly explicit representation 

and making choices, to depict the development of MLXA in Figure 7. 

8.4.1.3 Metaemotive awareness. Development in MEA, represented by differences 

between profile groups, seemed to occur from writers’ focus on their own emotions to 

focus on the desired emotional response of the reader. The children had little metalanguage 

for expressing their desire to create emotive, rhetorical effects but talked about MEA in 

everyday English. They wanted the reader to be entertained, excited and to feel the 
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emotions the writer had felt. Myhill, Lines, and Jones (2020) also found that children 

wanted the “reader actually [to know] . . . what it felt like” (p. 116). Developed MEA was 

an increasingly sophisticated and abstract understanding of the possibilities of language to 

express or elicit emotion. Developed MEA was evidence of inextricably interlinked 

representation, imagining the reader’s emotional reaction, and control of choices made to 

affect them. This development is depicted in Figure 8.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Metaemotive awareness on the continua of explicit representation and making 

choices. 
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behaviour on his trip to Wellington. Abby communicated the excitement she felt at the 

encouragement of more experienced hockey players.  

The child writers’ development in MEA from writing which was focused on their own 

emotions, towards trying to craft their texts to affect, emotively, the reader seemed more 

than a development from translation to transformation (Myhill, 2009) or knowledge telling 

to knowledge transforming (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982). Rather it seemed to be a 

gesture towards knowledge crafting (Kellogg, 2008) or, in Halliday’s (1993) terms, 

towards encoding in abstract and synoptic written text the interpersonal from which 

authentic communication derived.  

8.4.1.4 Metapragmatic awareness. Children with more developed MPRA were 

attentive to communicating with their readers (to the interpersonal metafunction (Halliday, 

1985/2014), rather than just telling their ideas (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982). They 

considered the response of a reader while writing (Pittard & Martlew, 2000). Figuring the 

response of the imagined reader seemed to be evidence of increasingly explicit 

representation of linguistic items and their intended perlocutionary effect (Austin, 1975). 

The lowest ability writers and youngest writers were simply aware that there may be a 

reader and that they wanted to impress, interest or entertain this reader. The HWHM 

writers had more developed notions of how they wanted to influence the reader 

cognitively. They talked about this influence in a variety of ways: imaging their own texts, 

telling the reader their point of view, enabling the reader to see what was in their minds. 

They differentiated between the point of view of the writer and the reader. The children 

used childlike vocabulary for cognition: “make sense . . . image” (Participant 25, 2015); 

“see what is in my mind” (Participant 24, 2015); “imagine” (Participant 4, 2015). The best 

writers were viewing their texts as interpersonal communications with their readers of 

meanings in context (Halliday, 1985/2014). The reader was an imagined figure as they 

wrote (Myhill, Lines, & Jones, 2020).  

The continua of MPRA development are depicted in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9: Metapragmatic awareness on the continua of explicit representation and making 

choices. 
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their readers to feel a part of the experience about which they were writing; their 

participants were aged 12 and older than the participants in the present study. In this study, 

high-scoring MLA children as young as Year 3, wanted their readers to feel or imagine 

that they were “in” the experience they were recounting. The children expressed the idea 

that they wanted to hook the reader into the writing; this expressed explicitly attending to 

the functionality of the language and controlling choices. Explicit representation and 

making choices might develop further: children should be prompted by their teachers to 

develop beyond the notion of hooking the reader in to analysing how linguistic structures 

might engage a reader (Myhill, Lines, & Jones, 2020). 

MPRA encompasses evaluating the referential adequacy of a communication, including 

evaluating whether the communication gives the interlocutor the information needed to 

comprehend the message (Gombert, 1992). Evaluating the information communicated by 

their texts was accomplished by high-achieving writers and high-scoring MLA children 

and this was a capability towards which children might develop. It was evidence of the 

writer’s ability to explicitly represent the “parallel universe” (Halliday, 1993, p. 107) they 

had created by positioning themselves as a reader. Children’s MPRA performance in oral 

language increases with age: in general, from 8 years on, children could evaluate the 

referential adequacy of a message (Gombert, 1992). Evaluating writing might be more 

difficult; school students may not understand writing’s “epistemic function” (Castelló 

Badia, 2000, p. 75) so those children who thought about imparting information were 

conceiving their writing with some analytical abstraction and sophistication.  

In a subtle shift from creating a knowledge telling text (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982), an 

HWHM child, Edith, said that she wrote so the reader could see what was in her mind. She 

focused on explicitly representing her ideas and controlling her choices to engage the 

reader. Even university students still conceived of writing as a process which transcribed 

thoughts (Castelló Badia, 2000).  

Some children showed nascent awareness of their texts as constructive of thought and of 

subjectivity. They saw that semiotic communication in a social context does not merely 

express identity but constructs it (Galbraith, 2009; Haas Dyson, 2009; Kostouli, 2009; 

Kress, 1997). The Year 6 HWHM writer, Abby, said her writing was “quite an important 

piece of writing for me” (Participant 25, 2015) because it showed how important her sport, 

hockey, was to her developing identity. She exhibited a nascent awareness of the 
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development of her subjectivity through her writing. Abby’s subjectivity developed as an 

idealised image of herself reflected by imagined readers from her family, social and school 

world (Haas Dyson, 2009; Lacan, 2004).  

Abby, Year 6 HWHM, differentiated her point of view on hockey, as writer, from that of 

her reader. This ability to decentre from the writer’s apprehension of content, perceive the 

text as constructive of point of view, and imagine a reader’s response seemed to exemplify 

sophisticated analysis towards which children might develop. She was becoming aware of 

that: 

aspect of authorial intention [which] is the capacity to anticipate or envision how a 

real or imagined reader of your writing will interpret what you have written. The 

writer has to ‘de-centre’ from his or her own understanding of what is being written 

and project an interpretation from the reader’s perspective. (Myhill et al., 2020, p. 

113) 

In Kress’s (1998) terms, Abby was beginning to perceive herself as the “[agent] of . . . 

[her] own cultural and social construction” (p. 222) and she showed that “The 

transformative, productive stance toward the making of signs is at the same time a 

transformation of the signmaker’s subjectivity” (p. 222).  

Abby, Year 6 HWHM, was the only writer who expressed the ability to monitor the 

explicitness of the text (Gombert, 1992); she talked about how she imaged her own text. 

This seemed to be analytical ability towards which children might develop. Gombert 

(1992) found that evaluating whether oral instructions were sufficiently explicit was only 

achieved by one quarter of 11-year-olds. Evaluating writing, which according to Vygotsky 

(1986) entails a double abstraction, for an imagined reader, might be more complex than 

evaluating oral communication between interlocutors. Meaning is concentrated in fewer 

words in written language (Halliday & Hasan, 1989; Rossbridge & Rushton, 2017). Ten-

year-old Abby considered the explicitness of the text and altered the text to make it more 

specific. She showed agency in gaining control of the pragmatic aspects of communication 

in writing. Abbey strove to evaluate the ideational (Halliday, 1985/2014) content of her 

text from a reader’s point of view.  

Whereas in oral language, adaptation of speech to the interlocutor, might be unconscious 

(Gombert, 1992), in writing, which is abstract and synoptic (Halliday, 1993), explicit 

representation and control of choices as part of MPRA were interlinked and conscious. 
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Increasingly sophisticated and abstract notions of readers’ responses seemed to occur. 

Interindividual differences showed the children’s developing expansion of control over the 

pragmatic aspects of their texts. The differences are represented in Figure 9.  

8.4.1.5 Metatextual awareness. The theoretical notions of knowledge telling or 

translation, knowledge transforming or transformation (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982; 

Myhill, 2009) characterised development in MTA which was signified by a shift towards 

more abstract and sophisticated awareness of the communicative possibilities of texts. 

Whilst novice child writers may remain bound within a more automated retrieve and write 

or knowledge telling writing strategy (McCutchen, 1988), there were gestures towards 

transforming knowledge as the children considered: planning, paragraphs, cohesion and 

coherence; the language functions of parts of the text and genres. The children’s MTA 

evinced attention to the textual metafunction (Halliday, 1985/2014). They spoke about the 

construction of the text, the sequential development of discourse, the fluency of ideas 

(coherence) and cohesion (Halliday, 1985/2014). 

Planning was a gesture towards knowledge transformation and control of story content 

(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982; Flower & Hayes, 1981; Myhill, 2009) and MTA towards 

which writers might develop. Planning is considered a high-level writing process (Flower 

& Hayes, 1981; Limpo et al., 2017). Planning employed higher level EF as part of MTA 

(Cordeiro et al., 2019; Diamond, 2013) which suggests that planning was sophisticated 

MTA. Research has shown that writers’ plans may assist them to produce high quality 

writing by helping them to produce ideas, consider the organisation of their writing and 

remember the ideas which came to mind in the idea generation process of writing (Flower 

& Hayes, 1981). Time and effort spent on planning improve writing (Limpo et al., 2017). 

Explicit representation of ideas and control of making choices were involved in planning 

(Flower & Hayes, 1981).  

Development towards abstraction and sophistication is figured on the two axes, 

increasingly explicit representations and making choices, in Figure 10.  
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Figure 10: Metatextual awareness on the continua of explicit representation and making 

choices. 

Children with more developed MTA, in both representation and making choices, planned a 
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forms of text (Halliday, 1985/2014, 1993). Higher level EF focus on textual structure and 

organisation (Diamond, 2013) and may contribute to the knowledge-transforming strategy 

(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982; Diamond, 2013; Myhill, 2009). There was a 

developmental difference between children who used the term paragraph to refer to a 

chunk of text and only one Year 6 HWHM writer who showed that she could control the 

use of paragraphs and was considering the logical development of a paragraph. The child 

creating paragraphs showed nascent awareness of macrotextual (Gombert, 1992) 

organisation. Macrotextual organisation required the child to think analytically about her 

own knowledge, the way it was organised in her mind and consider, with some abstraction, 

the logical arrangement of the paragraphs as she transformed her knowledge to make sense 

to the reader (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982; Myhill, 2009). Struthers, Lapadat and 

MacMillan (2013) found that the majority of Grades 4 to 7 students in their sample did not 

use paragraph structures. Thinking about paragraphs appeared to be sophisticated MTA 

towards which children might develop. 

The children expressed thinking about constitutive parts of the text by mentioning the title, 

the introduction and the conclusion. High-achieving writers used the correct metalinguistic 

terminology. The terminology was a conduit for knowledge about the functions of these 

parts of the text and led to clearer expression of this functionality in writing 

(Schleppegrell, 2017). Use of metalanguage to name parts of the text showed explicit 

representation and was sophisticated MTA. The children had developed more analytical 

understanding of the communicative purposes of suprasentential parts of the text.  

Attention to developing coherence in a text seemed to be associated with knowledge 

transforming (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982; Myhill, 2009). Coherence and cohesion 

employ higher level EF (Diamond, 2013). Awareness of coherence was sophisticated 

MTA. There seemed to be differences between children, from using the term ordering with 

reference to their writing, a notion which was quite ubiquitous in the data, to a more 

developed notion of coherence (fluency and connectedness of ideation). For example, a 

Year 6 HWHM called coherence flow or fluent and gestured towards making choices to 

control the flow of ideas. The children who attended to coherence strove to control the 

textual metafunction, “organising the flow of discourse” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 31). 

A developing notion of cohesion (textual devices for linking parts of the text) (Gombert, 

1992) was shown by younger high-achieving MLA children who mentioned cohesive 
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devices. “Creating cohesion” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 31) shows the textual metafunction 

in play. Children who are able to retrieve and name cohesive devices might be developing 

towards manipulating them metalinguistically (Berninger, Mizokawa, Bragg, Cartwright & 

Yates, 1994). Attention to cohesive devices signified explicit linguistic representation and 

striving to control the flow of ideas. Struthers et al. (2013) suggested that cohesion is a 

characteristic of higher quality writing and that in general “children’s writing 

predominantly features lexical cohesion, reference, and conjunction” (p. 191). They also 

noted that children may experience difficulty with cohesion while other aspects of their 

writing are communicative. Crossley and McNamara (2016) found that improving and 

increasing cohesion resulted in experts’ judgements that freshmen writers’ writing quality 

was better. Children who control cohesion make careful lexical choices. Attention to 

cohesion employed higher level EF (Diamond, 2013) and was sophisticated MTA. 

Awareness that language is functional in writing marked the shift from knowledge telling, 

to knowledge transforming, organising one’s knowledge according to the functional 

demands of a text type (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1982). Considering the language function 

showed perception of the effects of language and control of choices so that writing was 

discourse, “as the medium of communication, as a kind of universal semiotic solvent” 

(Kress, 1998, p. 236). The functionality of language is intrinsic to all language use in 

context and the children who expressed attention to language functions showed nascent 

awareness of how language works (Droga & Humphrey, 2003; Halliday, 1985/2014). 

Attention to genre involves perception of appropriate language features and ability to 

choose them to create the text type. “When we study . . . texts, we can identify patterns 

they all share and describe these in terms of a text type” (Halliday, 1985/2014, p. 29). E-

asTTle: writing (Version 4) researchers specified the language features generally/ 

commonly associated with recount, as written in schools (Glasswell et al., 2001). Text 

types are contextually bound (Halliday, 1985/2014). Verbalisations of awareness of the 

genre in which the children were writing, recount, and its language features were few in 

this study. This echoes the notions expressed by Bereiter and Scardamalia (1982) and 

McCutchen (1988) that young novice writers do not transform their knowledge to 

expression through genre. Beers and Nagy (2011) found that that children might recognise 

how genres communicate ideas but struggled to write well in the genres. They account for 

this phenomenon by suggesting that the students did not know the syntactic structures 

required to create the genres. Pittard and Martlew (2000) found that even university 
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writers’ awareness of text types was broad, general and not well developed and that 

writerly decisions were not usually related to genre. They suggested that more localised 

problem solving may have been foregrounded and genre knowledge automatised. Since the 

recount text type may be well known by Year 3 this may have been the case in this study. 

Although they may have had more MTA than they verbalised, it also seems likely that the 

children’s knowledge of the language features of genres was uncertain. The children 

understood the communicative purpose of their writing but metalinguistic knowledge of 

the features of the text type was more developed MTA towards which they might develop.  

Some children expressed a sense of the completeness of a story; they showed that they 

were considering ideational and textual metafunctions interlinked. They considered the 

experience they were relating and the structure of the text. For some children, the 

beginnings and endings of their stories coincided with natural time. These children were 

knowledge telling, focused on the experiential metafunction and less developed in 

managing the textual metafunction (Halliday, 1985/2014). The children who were 

knowledge transforming expressed developed MTA. The continua of explicit 

representation of MTA and making choices are depicted in Figure 10. 

8.4.1.6 Metasyntactic awareness. Differences between profile groups and year 

levels were not as evident in the MSYNA category as in other categories. Similar types of 

MSYNA occurred across profile groups and age levels. The only real evidence of more 

developed MSYNA, in this study, was that fluent, capable writers attended to syntax less 

and two high-achieving writers and MLA children mentioned grammar.  

This category depicted the importance of implicit language knowledge underpinning 

children’s writing capability (Ellis, 2005; Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; Van 

Lier, 1998). Researchers argue that implicit language learning occurs before MLA 

becomes possible (Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986). The children employed their 

intuitive knowledge of what sounded correct in language to think about the wording of 

sentences (Halliday, 1985/2014; Van Lier, 1998). The children intuitively conceptualised 

sentences but many could not describe a sentence with metalanguage or identify a type of 

sentence. Implicit construction of meaning making syntactic structures was evident in the 

fluent stream of consciousness oral monologues of some writers, including one of the best 

writers. The two best writers in the sample wrote fluently in front of the cameras and their 

well-constructed texts suggest fluency rested on implicit language knowledge. Cognitive 
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linguists argue that communicative competence develops over a lifetime of use (Hancock, 

2009) and is not innate. Language which was initially learned (Halliday, 1993) may have 

become implicitly known and not the focus of MLA.  

The finding that fluent writers attended to syntax less was surprising and counterintuitive, 

in light of the evidence from grammar teaching interventions, that understanding the 

communicative power of grammatical concepts improves writing quality (for example: 

Myhill, Jones, et al., 2012; Myhill & Newman, 2016). In this study, only Year 6 HWHM 

children verbalised a conceptualisation of a grammar. These children said that they thought 

grammar “would help your writing the more you know about it . . . I guess it’s not as 

important but it’s better if you know it I guess” (Participant 25, 2015). However, even 

when questioned directly, they were vague about linguistic items and metalanguage. The 

children’s mentions of a concept for grammar may indicate a nascent conceptualisation of 

a system of relationships between linguistic concepts (Vygotsky, 1986) or of language as a 

complex system network (Halliday 1985/2014). The children did not name particular 

linguistic items or patterns of language related to the recount text type they were writing 

but they evinced a nascent awareness of how language works which is analysis (Bialystok, 

2001). This may suggest the potential to develop knowledge of grammar as a complex 

resource for making meaning, which may improve writing quality (Chen & Myhill, 2016).  

The explanation for the children not expressing grammatical knowledge may lie in the 

account of the debate about the effectiveness of grammar teaching. This study did not 

investigate teaching but the children referred to teaching, “My teacher told me what a 

sentence is” (Participant 31, 2015). Local research which showed that grammar teaching 

did not improve writing (Elley et al., 1976) may have resulted in less emphasis on 

grammar teaching. Teachers may lack confidence in their knowledge of grammar 

(Jeurissen, 2012).  

Children may not have the opportunity to learn grammatical metalanguage which is useful 

for talking about grammar as a complex meaning making resource. The grammatical 

metalanguage used in teacher resources such as e-asTTle: writing (revised), the New 

Zealand English curriculum (2014) and the New Zealand Literacy Learning Progressions 

(Ministry of Education, 2010) is limited. Descriptions of functional grammar written for 

teachers are available (Derewianka, 1998; Droga & Humphrey, 2003) but teachers may 

lack confidence in approaching them without guidance (Jeurissen, 2012). Teachers are 
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taught about functional grammar in the postgraduate language teaching programme at the 

University of Auckland. It seems possible that the children’s MSYNA was responsive to 

writing tuition which relied on the children’s intuitive control of the grammatical resources 

of the language (Van Lier, 1998). The child who knew about grammar rated it as “not as 

important” (Participant 25, 2015) to her writing success. She was one of the best writers. 

This study was not a grammar teaching intervention, or a study of teaching so there are no 

data regarding whether the children had been taught a shared metalanguage for discussing 

their writing. The studies which have shown that grammar taught as a meaning making 

resource improves children’s writing were functional grammar teaching interventions so 

the students were able to talk about the grammar they had learned (Chen & Myhill, 2016; 

Myhill et al., 2016; Myhill & Newman, 2016). Metalanguage is a conduit for 

understanding how to make writing effective (Schleppegrell, 2017). Metaverbal activities 

allow teachers and students to discuss the effectiveness of writing (Dolz & Erard, 2000). 

The children’s reliance on implicit language knowledge in this study may point to areas of 

writing teaching practice which could be developed in New Zealand: teaching grammar as 

a multiplicitous, meaning making resource, “the powerhouse where meanings are created” 

(Halliday, 1985/2014) and developing a shared metalanguage for talking about writing 

(Glasswell et al., 2001; Schleppegrell, 2017).  

Evidence of development of MSYNA was not placed on continua because it seemed to be 

very limited. 

8.4.1.7 Metaphonological awareness. There was some evidence of interindividual 

development in MPA which showed both explicit representation of language, perceiving 

sounds and letters and making choices of the correct letters. This study echoes previous 

findings; the novelty is in the children’s verbalisation of their attention to spelling and the 

evidence of a network of metalinguistic strategies developing. The children identified 

metaphonological issues as problems to be solved.  

Interindividual differences in MLA strategies for spelling words occurred across year 

levels and profile groups which suggested metaphonological development. Development 

of spelling might proceed through “five levels of spelling, with each representing a 

different conceptualization of English orthography” (Gentry, 1982, p. 193). Year 3 

children (aged 7) were making reflective, metaphonological distinctions between sounds 

(Gombert, 1992) and relating those sounds to letters. Year 3, low-achieving writers were 
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sounding out words and engaging repetitively in phonemic analysis; Year 3 HWHM 

writers used subvocalising as a strategy for working out unknown spellings. They may 

have been at the phonetic spelling level (Gentry, 1982). Year 4 and 5 LWHM or HWLM 

children spelled words by analysing syllables. They may have been at the transitional 

spelling level, using morphological boundaries to help them spell words (Gentry, 1982; 

Goodwin & Ahn, 2013; McCutchen & Stull, 2014). Year 6 high-achieving writers 

attended to the shape of the whole word and may have been at the correct stage but 

bringing to consciousness earlier spelling skills, such as sounding words out, to solve 

orthographic problems when necessary (Gentry, 1982). The mentions of spelling strategies 

show development in the wave like manner Siegler (1996) described. New strategies were 

employed before older ones were dropped.  

The finding that there was a statistically significant negative relationship of rs = -0.37 

between numbers of mentions of MPA and writing achievement is supported by Bahr et 

al.’s (2012) finding that “the error patterns across grades seemed to show a gradual shift 

from phonological dependence to the building of an orthographic lexicon” (p. 1593). In 

this study, there were fewer mentions of spelling as participants became older and/or high-

scoring writers and high scoring in MLA. Metalinguistic theory (Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; 

Gombert, 1992) suggested that children might automatise some metalinguistic 

understandings which became unconscious but might be brought to consciousness when 

needed. The decline in mentions of spelling in Year 6 HWHM children, combined with the 

visual evidence on the video tapes of their automaticity and fluency in spelling while 

writing suggested automatisation of spelling words. The mentions of noticing whole words 

and analysing sounds in the Year 6 LWHM group suggested that older, high-scoring MLA 

writers brought to consciousness a range of automatised spelling strategies when needed. It 

seemed that “students within and across grade levels are in different states of change 

between consolidation of new patterns and dissolution of older patterns” (Bahr et al., 2012, 

p. 1596). Whilst Bahr et al. (2012) considered that spelling development in children, 

followed a nonlinear path and that individual difference was important, interindividual 

differences in the data in this study suggested a trajectory of developing attention to 

different types of MPA.  

Year 6 low-achieving writers mentioned spelling but did not seem to have problem solving 

strategies and this may have limited their writing quality. Skilful spellers might be more 

inclined to extend their vocabulary, also linked to higher achievement in writing, and 
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express their ideas with more detail (Abbott et al., 2010). “Individual differences in word-

level spelling and text-level composing do not develop in isolation of each other, 

especially during the middle grades when writing requirements of the curriculum are 

increasing” (p. 294). The ability to spell accurately has consistently been linked to higher 

achievement in writing (Limpo et al., 2017).  

All MPA seemed to be at the higher end of metalinguistic abstraction, the children 

attended to explicit representations of language and made choices for each type of MPA 

mentioned. The phonological working memory necessary for MPA is important as 

children become more capable of transcribing letters (Bourke, Davies, Sumner, & Green, 

2014) and use working memory resources to represent sound patterns and letter 

combinations to attempt to spell words. All the types of MPA require explicitation; 

therefore, I do not place them on a diagram of continua.  

8.4.2 Attention developed across the MLA categories.  

Development occurred across the categories. Children, who were at different places in 

their progress towards becoming fluent and capable writers, noticed different aspects of 

language, although children must employ multiple aspects of language in order to produce 

a text (Clay, 1975). Younger LWLM children focused on spelling (Wood et al., 2020); in 

all the year levels LWLM children focused on syntax more. The Year 6 HWHM children 

considered elaboration and talked about how much detail they should present to their 

reader (Crossley & McNamara, 2016). They considered the conceptual development of a 

paragraph, showing a move towards decentering or distanciation from the text which 

researchers identify as important to writing achievement (Dolz & Erard, 2000; Rijlaarsdam 

& Couzijn, 2000). High-achieving children attended to coherence and cohesion (Crossley 

& McNamara, 2016). They were making linguistic choices as well as conceptual choices. 

The children wove together ideational and textual metafunctions to make meaning 

(Halliday, 1985/2014).  

Clay (1975, 1991) found a rich interrelationship of levels of language as children wrote 

and that young children “do not learn about language on any one level or organization 

before they manipulate units at higher levels” (Clay, 1975, p. 19). However, the 

differences among profile groups in this study suggested attention shifted away from 

spelling and sentence level syntax, when this was under control, towards other types of 
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MLA such as the perlocutionary effects of words or the amount of detail a reader might 

require. 

8.4.3 MLA as inner control of a network of metalinguistic strategies. 

Children’s increasing capability in early reading is development of inner control over a 

network of strategies and it seemed that this might apply to writing (Clay, 1991). The 

network of strategies reflects a conceptualisation of language as a complex system network 

of choices for making meaning (Halliday, 1985/2014). Developing writers need linguistic 

knowledge but their MLA was comprised of employing a strategy for using that 

knowledge to create a text. The network of strategies depicts the interweaving of the 

categories of MLA which have been somewhat artificially separated to analyse the data in 

this study. Each type of MLA described previously can be conceived as a strategy for 

working on text and conceiving MLA as strategic may lead to enabling instruction.  

Strategies are: 

ways of working to locate information, or to work on information, or to relate it to 

things already known, or to transform it by some known procedure, or to produce a 

possible interpretation and a response . . . a few items and a powerful strategy 

might make it very easy to learn a great deal more. (Clay, 1991, p .331) 

A strategy may be described as a “decision process [which] involves the utilization of 

discriminatory cues . . . the properties, of stimulus inputs make it possible to sort these 

inputs into categories” (Bruner, 1957, pp. 132, 133). This description of a strategy (Clay, 

1991) captures the children’s processes of making decisions and making choices as they 

wrote.  

Clay (1991) described Bruner’s (1957) account of the way there may be an alteration in the 

structure of a strategic act as: subroutines that can be practised without carrying out the 

whole act and may become efficient before others; a subroutine may be dropped from the 

act because it was no longer necessary; a first pattern of action may be displaced by a new 

routine when a higher order pattern has taken over. The children’s development of MLA in 

the present study seemed to reflect the alterations in employment of strategies Clay (1991) 

described.  

Siegler (1996) showed that strategies might develop in overlapping waves which allowed a 

new one to be employed before an old one is dropped. As Clay (1991) said “It allows the 

partially familiar to become familiar and the new to become partially familiar in an ever 
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changing sequence” (p. 328). Clay’s (1991) description seems to foreshadow Siegler’s 

(1996) notion of waves.  

Bialystok (2001) theorised control of attention as part of MLA which links with Clay’s 

(1991) notion of developing inner control of a network of strategies. Conceiving the 

capable writer as knowing multiple things about language and choosing between items of 

knowledge does not describe adequately the way children work on text and connect 

meanings with the written word. Rather, it makes sense to view children’s work in writing 

as employing metalinguistic strategies for working on text and problem solving, which 

might change with increased experience, as they encounter the new problems which 

acquiring literacy poses (Gombert, 1992). Clay (1991) described the child learning to read 

and write as building a repertoire of strategies which act upon stores of knowledge. The 

child becomes able to alter their direction and solve problems because they develop a 

dynamic network of interactive strategies.  

The significant question at any stage of progress is not ‘How many items . . . does 

the child know?’ but rather ‘What operations can he initiate and carry out and what 

kinds of operations has he neglected to use?’ . . . The learner is gaining a strategic 

control over how external and internal information is dealt with in the brain. By 

means of a network of unobservable in-the-head strategies the reader is able to 

attend to information from different sources. (Clay, 1991, p. 328)  

Writers might also be employing “unobservable in-the-head strategies” (Clay, 1991, p. 

328), which are metalinguistic, for attending to, analysing and controlling text. It becomes 

possible to know, in part, the unobservable through the children’s verbalisations and 

interviews. The children who are flexibly addressing textual problems strategically reflect 

Haas Dyson’s conceptualisation of development as the child “manoeuvring with more 

control, more flexibility on expanding textual landscapes of diverse voices” (Haas Dyson, 

2009, p. 235). 

This example, from metalexical development, illustrates the notion of a network of 

metalinguistic strategies employed to write. The youngest, lowest achieving child and an 

older English as an additional language writer employed a metalinguistic strategy to 

express their ideas word by ordinary word to simply tell a story, I am “thinking of my 

words that I am going to write and then I am thinking of the next word and the next word” 

(Participant 7, 2015). In contrast, a Year 6 HWHM child talked about choosing words to 
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affect and influence her reader, “By using exciting words and not just using the same old 

words” (Participant 24, 2015). However, she could revert to the story telling strategy, if 

necessary, in the wave-like action Siegler (1996) described “so that you can see what I am 

thinking” (Participant 24, 2015). The shift to new metalinguistic strategies whilst earlier 

ones might still be occurring in the wavelike structure proposed by Siegler (1996) was also 

shown by the examples of MPA discussed previously; the children developed new 

metalinguistic strategies like analysing syllables but were able to revert to the earlier 

sounding out metalinguistic strategy when necessary. As the children developed, they built 

a network of metalinguistic strategies for producing text which expressed increasing 

capability for abstraction and distanciation from the words (Dolz & Erard, 2000).  

8.4.4 Metalinguistic awareness is self-extending. 

Control of the network of metalinguistic strategies in writing might be self-extending as it 

was in early reading (Boocock et al., 1998; Clay, 1991). Clay (1991) proposed that the 

network of strategies for reading might be self-extending. As the child encounters new 

problems in reading, she/he employs a known strategy or develops a new one to solve the 

problem. Thus, the network of strategies self-extends. The children’s metalinguistic talk 

and reflections, in this study, showed that as they encountered problems with writing, 

beginning with the task environment and focusing on the more localised problem solving 

creating a text requires, they extended their own knowledge and capabilities. The figures in 

this chapter depict the development self-extension might follow. Once a problem was 

solved, ways of working on texts became automatised and new writing problems were 

attended to and worked on strategically. Thus, the network extended as the child 

encountered new problems in literacy learning (Clay, 1991; Gombert, 1992).  

Researchers investigated the idea that the notion of self-extension applies to writing, and 

found evidence of self-extension; when children were learning how to write words, 

children “developed important generative strategies. They have learnt how to learn words 

independently, in order to write novel ones” (Boocock et al., 1998, p. 52). The cognitive 

challenges of writing may mean that children are continually challenged to self-extend the 

metalinguistic strategies they employ for creating text, especially if the writing challenges 

are in their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1986). More complex tasks prompt 

the use of more complex strategies in writing (Castelló Badia, 2000). The wide range of 

strategies for working on texts that some eloquent child writers controlled, contrasted with 
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the limited range of strategies of low-achieving writers, is evidence in the data for self-

extension in this study. 
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9 Conclusion 

This study of relationship between children’s MLA and writing achievement has 

methodological, theoretical and practical implications. The study showed that quantitative 

measures of writing and MLA might be related to one another. The verbalisations and 

interviews with children produced rich data. The study contributes finely grained 

descriptions of MLA and describes a notion of metalinguistic development based on 

interindividual differences in types of MLA expressed by primary school children (Myhill, 

2009). It supports a theory of MLA as inner control of a network of strategies which may 

be self-extending (Clay, 1991).  

9.1 Methodological Implications 

The verbalisation technique in this study offered revealing data. Whilst previous research 

has found children’s think-aloud protocols limited (McCutchen, 1988) and some 

limitations on adult think alouds (Yang et al., 2020), this study showed that children could 

carry out verbalisations with the prompts described and produce rich data, when the 

verbalisations were combined with subsequent interviews. McCutchen (1988) reported that 

children’s think alouds comprise children merely verbalising what they are writing and 

viewed them as limited although she did concede that they produced some useful data. In 

this study, the children’s verbalisations revealed MLA in the seven analytical categories. 

The children’s verbalisations also evinced a knowledge telling strategy (Bereiter & 

Scardamalia, 1982) and were revealing data. Whilst the prompted verbalisations could not 

give a complete picture of the MLA children need to compose a piece of writing, they 

showed the children’s developing attention to particular aspects of language. 

9.2 Theoretical Implications 

The qualitative data suggested that Gombert’s (1992) metalinguistic categories were useful 

for analysis. Perhaps the notion suggested by the data that metalinguistic thinking might be 

metaemotive (Jakobson, 1960), focused on the emotive possibilities of language and texts, 

may be added to the categories.  

This study offered finely grained descriptions of the nature of children’s MLA. It has 

described metalinguistic development towards increased abstraction and sophistication in 

the perception of language of children aged 7 to 11 years. This development was depicted 

on continua of increasingly explicit representation and making choices within each MLA 

category. These notions add to the MLA theoretical literature. 
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MLA may be conceived as making choices of strategies to use for compiling text while 

writing. A theory of metalinguistic development as gaining increasing inner control over a 

network of metalinguistic strategies, which mirrors that discovered in children’s reading 

was supported (Clay, 1991). The development shown by differences between profile 

groups suggests that metalinguistic strategies for creating written texts are self-extending 

and supports theories of self-extension in literacy (Boocock et al., 1998; Clay, 1991).  

9.3 Implications for Future Research 

Support of a theory of MLA as the development of inner control of a network of 

metalinguistic strategies which might be self-extending has been suggested. Future 

research might investigate and confirm the notion of metalinguistic strategies. Then, 

research might examine whether the development of these strategies can be facilitated by 

appropriate learning experiences and whether writing improves as a consequence. Schrodt 

et al. (2019) showed that children benefitted from being taught strategies for choosing 

writing topics. Research might investigate an intervention designed to discover if 

prompting development using the continua proposed in this study in each category 

improves writing achievement. Research might investigate further whether metalinguistic 

strategies are self-extending. The research might filter the theory through a model of 

language.  

A limitation in this study, the opportunity for only brief training of children in the 

verbalisation process might translate into an opportunity for further research. Future 

research might employ the verbalisation, including more thorough training of the children. 

Perhaps the conventional think aloud might be tried. Future research might replicate the 

verbalisation technique combined with the interview method with a larger randomised or 

stratified representative sample, since the data can be quantified and statistically analysed, 

so inferences might transfer more readily to other settings. The data from the verbalisation 

and interview might be separated, since asking children to explain their choices may alter 

and improve children’s metalinguistic thinking (Ericsson & Simon, 1998) and differing 

inferences from each type of data might be made. 

This study found that the children were relying on implicit knowledge for metasyntactic 

awareness. However, research has shown that teaching grammar functionally improves 

children’s writing (for example, S. Jones et al., 2013; Myhill et al., 2018; Myhill, Jones, et 

al., 2012; Myhill et al., 2016). Whilst e-asTTle: writing research showed teachers how to 
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measure children’s abilities related to age and New Zealand Curriculum level and may be 

used as a resource for teaching writing, no intervention study teaching grammatical 

concepts functionally to improve writing has been completed in New Zealand. Such a 

study might clarify for teachers the usefulness of contextualised teaching of grammatical 

concepts to improve writing.  

9.4 Implications for Teaching Practice 

The COWAT letter condition MLA test from the quantitative phase of the study might be 

used by teachers. E-asTTle is a measure of independent writing achievement which is 

widely used. The COWAT is a metalinguistic test because it requires EF as well as sound-

to-letter knowledge. Perhaps the COWAT might be used as a measure of MLA (Bialystok 

et al., 2014) which might indicate writing potential since MLA and writing achievement 

were shown to be significantly, if moderately, positively related by the statistical analyses 

in both phases of this study.  

Most implications for teaching practice derive from the qualitative phase of the study. The 

procedures in the qualitative phase of the study offered revealing observations of the issues 

children attend to while writing. Perhaps the verbalisation and interview process might be 

employed as a diagnostic process with low-achieving writers to find out to which aspects 

of language they are attending (Beck, 2019). Even the lowest achieving writers showed 

they were able to contribute informative data through this process.  

Teachers may benefit from knowing and understanding the concept: MLA. Knowledge 

that we are not merely teaching language but encouraging children to learn to think about 

language and view it as if it were an entity in and of itself may be helpful. It may be useful 

for teachers to know that all children show MLA while producing a text. Understanding 

that developing metalinguistic ability is a process of developing analysis and control of 

attention (Bialystok, 2001) may be helpful. These concepts could be expressed as: 

perceiving the linguistic item or analysis which is developing an increasingly detailed and 

specific representation of a linguistic item; and deciding to use the linguistic item in 

writing or control of attention, which is focusing on language as part of the writing 

process, estimating its expressive possibilities and making choices. MLA might be viewed 

as a socially influenced as well as a cognitive process. 

Teachers may find it useful to know the aspects of language on which children may focus 

MLA at different times in their progress towards becoming good writers. It may be helpful 
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to know that lower achieving writers focus on metaphonological awareness and higher 

achieving writers focus on more abstract types of metalexical, metapragmatic and 

metatextual awareness for example. Teachers may find it helpful to know that focusing 

novice writers on higher order thinking encourages motivation and achievement in the 

basic skills (Arrimada et al., 2019; Malpique et al., 2017); all the aspects of language are 

important and connected in a complex system network (Halliday, 1985/2014). Teachers 

may find it advantageous to know that children focus MLA on aspects of language at 

problem solving moments.  

It may be apposite for teachers to know the metalinguistic categories because these would 

enable them to understand the aspect of language children are attending to as they write. 

The hypothetical continua of development of MLA proposed in this thesis in each category 

might be used to prompt more developed, abstract and sophisticated awareness of 

language. Children could be encouraged to develop more MLA as conceptualisation of the 

expressive qualities of language enabling them to make artistic, rhetorical choices of items 

to include in their writing. The queen’s instruction to Polonius “More matter with less art” 

(Shakespeare, 1988, p. 665) does not apply here. Richly informed matter and more self-

conscious artifice in producing effective written texts is desirable. 

Teachers may find it helpful to conceive of MLA as a network of strategies the children 

are developing to work on texts. Each of the types of MLA the children verbalised in this 

study might be conceived of as pointing to a strategy they are employing, for example 

analysing words in syllables in order to spell an unknown word or writing ideas in the 

mind in order to choose an idea.  

The idea that children are developing inner control of the network of strategies (Clay, 

1991) is very important. Encouraging children to take control of and understand the 

choices they are making and ways of making choices may be important to their developing 

agency as writers. Agency on the part of the child might be deemed to be very 

advantageous while writing. Van Lier’s (1998) notion of creative and intuitive control of 

alternatives may be enlightening to teachers.  

The importance of implicit knowledge and control of language might be emphasised to 

teachers. Repetitive exposure to the language of writing, which is different from oral 

language, in texts which are sophisticated and, in the child’s, “zone of proximal 

development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 85) might be a rich part of the writing programme and 
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links between writing and reading emphasised. In New Zealand we often call this shared 

book experience. Analysing the expressive features of existing texts and emphasising the 

way language is employed effectively might develop children’s MLA and the repertoire of 

choices they may make; linking the writing and reading programme seems important. 

The notion that the network of metalinguistic strategies for working on text in writing is 

self-extending is a salient idea for teachers. Whilst exposed to tasks in their zone of 

proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) children self-extend their inner control of MLA. 

The teacher’s role as a more expert adult other is key. The teacher has a dialogic 

relationship with the child and develops verbalisation of metalinguistic understandings 

(Myhill et al., 2016) to prompt the self-extension of the network of strategies.  

9.5 General Conclusions 

The present study was instigated by a pragmatic issue concerning how, as teachers, we 

could help Years 3 to 6 primary school children who were not reaching New Zealand 

national curriculum standards in writing. This larger issue was narrowed to a consideration 

of the importance of children’s MLA, as a collection of crucial, cognitive abilities when 

writing, and to three research questions.  

Considering the first question about the nature of the relationship between children’s MLA 

and their writing performance in middle childhood: the findings of the present study 

suggested that all children aged 7 to 11 years were engaged in some MLA as they wrote. 

Indeed, the children could not produce writing if they were not conscious of language. The 

children verbalised attention to different aspects of language in moments of problem 

solving. MLA exists in a complex and dynamic relationship with implicit language 

knowledge; a rich fund of implicit language knowledge is important to achievement in 

writing (Ellis, 2005; Gombert, 1992; Karmiloff-Smith, 1986; Van Lier, 1998). The 

complex relationship between MLA and writing reflects the dynamic processing of 

meanings in language (Derewianka, 1998; Halliday 1985/2014).  

In answer to the second question: Can interindividual differences in types of MLA related 

to children’s writing performance in middle childhood be described, which indicate that 

children’s MLA develops alongside their writing development? There was development 

towards increasing abstraction and sophistication in the children’s understanding of how to 

employ language to create texts which were emotive, engaging and informative for a 

reader. Increasing sophistication in the way the children figured an implied reader of their 
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texts was evident in the metasemantic, metalexical, metaemotive and metapragmatic 

categories. In metasyntactic awareness, where it seemed there was increasing reliance on 

implicit language knowledge, more capable writers showed an abstract conception of 

grammar. The children who had more automatised basic transcription skills (Allal, 2000) 

were able to express consideration of the rhetorical effects of their language. Low-

achieving writers may have engaged in higher order thinking that they did not express: 

recent research showed that children’s writing quality improves when they are developing 

higher order thinking, even if transcription skills are limited (Arrimada et al., 2019). 

The theory of metalinguistic development related to children’s writing performance which 

might be supported by the data is a notion of the children developing inner control of a 

network of metalinguistic strategies, which mirrors Clay’s (1991) findings in reading. The 

notion of inner control echoes Bialystok’s (2001) conceptualisation of control of attention 

as part of MLA. It does not seem to make sense only to conceive of the children choosing 

between items of knowledge as MLA, although awareness of how they make choices is 

part of MLA (S. Jones, personal communication, August, 2017). Rather, MLA is the 

strategic manipulation of linguistic knowledge to create texts by employing strategies 

which became increasingly sophisticated as the children’s writing improves. 

The dynamic, interactive network of strategies over which the children gain increasing 

inner control (Clay, 1991) may also be self-extending as children encounter increasingly 

complex problems with creating text (Boocock et al., 1998; Clay, 1991; Gombert, 1992). 

MLA, as it is portrayed in this thesis, was prompted by an appropriately challenging and 

authentic task. The hypothetical trajectories of development proposed imply that the 

strategies for designing language (Myhill, 2009) into effective communicative texts may 

self-extend as the children gain more experience with writing for different communicative 

purposes. 

The verbalisation and interview data suggested Gombert’s (1992) MLA categories for 

analysis and they seemed an effective way of approaching the data analysis. However, the 

distinction between each category is artificial and in fact the children employed MLA by 

intermingling a network of strategies from each of the categories to create text (Clay, 

1991).  
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Figure 11 depicts the interrelatedness of the categories. The categories are not hierarchical 

but rather interact as the child produces texts although one or other category may be 

attended to more during the process of producing a piece of writing.  

 

Figure 11: The interrelatedness of types of MLA when a child writes. 

As Clay (1991) stated, investigating children’s invisible, mental strategies while reading 

was a project which required trying to see inside their minds. The same applies to 

observing children’s MLA while writing. Of course, we cannot do that. We can, however, 
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infer a model of developing MLA based on what they said about language, verbalisations 

which showed the aspects of language to which they were attending and how 

extraordinarily complex the process of constructing a piece of writing, revealed in 

verbalisations and interviews, was for the children. Although patterns of development 

towards sophisticated and abstract understanding of language for communication of their 

meanings emerged, each child was on their own individual journey towards inner control 

of their self-extending, dynamic, network of strategies and each individual child’s pathway 

towards developed MLA was unique.   
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Semistructured Interview Questions 

1. Can you find a part of your writing that you really like? 

2. Tell me what you like about it. 

3. Can you find a part of your writing that you do not like? 

4. Tell me what you do not like about it. 

5. Can you think of any ways that you can improve your writing? 

6. You stopped and thought really hard about this part of your writing. Can you tell 

me why? 

7. When you told me what you were thinking you told me a long story but you left 

that part out of your writing. Can you tell me why? 

8. You wrote a long story in your writing but you didn’t tell me you were thinking 

that, can you tell me why? 

The following questions varied slightly between interviews but followed this basic outline: 

9. Can you show me a noun? 

10. Can you explain what a noun is? 

11. Can you show me a verb? 

12. Can you explain what a verb is? 

13. Can you show me an adjective? 

14. Can you explain what an adjective is? 

15. Can you show me an adverb? 

16. Can you explain what an adverb is? 

17. Can you show me a simple sentence? 

18. Can you explain what a simple sentence is? 

19. Can you show me a compound sentence? 

20. Can you explain what a compound sentence is? 

21. Can you show me a complex sentence? 

22. Can you explain what a complex sentence is? 

All children were asked the following questions. 

23. What is the purpose of your writing? 

24. Who do you think is the audience for this piece of writing? 
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25. How do you hope to affect your audience? 

26. What choices are you making to achieve that effect? 

27. Are there any other choices you make as you write? 

28. Is there anything else you can tell me that you were thinking about language as you 

wrote? 

Open ended questions based on video may have included: 

29. What were you trying to achieve when you . . .? 

30. Why did you make that decision? 

31. What motivated that change? 
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Appendix 2: University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee 

Approval 
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Appendix 3: Verbalisation and Interview Transcript Example 

 

This is the verbalisation and interview transcript of Daniel, a Year 6, low-achieving writer 

and low-achieving metalinguistic participant.  It shows that even low-achieving writers 

provided rich data through this methodology.   

Verbalisation 

Researcher: Tell me what you are thinking. 

I am thinking that I am scared. 

Researcher: Why? 

Because I haven’t really written in front of a camera before. 

. . .  

Researcher: So what are you thinking about writing? 

I am thinking about writing when me and my family and some of our friends went on a 

snowboarding trip. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Are you doing a plan now? 

I have done that in my head. 

. . . 

Researcher: What are you thinking about as you are planning? 

I am thinking about the memories I had. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: What memories did you have? 

When I jumped on this ramp with my snow board and then I fell on my arm. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: And you fell on your arm and what happened then? 
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It started to really hurt when I moved it. 

Researcher: what was the problem? 

I don’t know I just fell on it. 

Researcher: you hadn’t broken it? 

No.  It just hurt for two days. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . . what are you thinking now? 

Thinking about how I climbed the ice and I kept on sliding down with some friends and it 

was fun. 

Researcher: . . . was this a long time ago or was it just recently? 

Just about two or three weeks ago. 

Researcher: . . . so it’s fresh memories ? . . . 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . . so what are you thinking about now? 

I am thinking about how excited I was when I knew that I was going and I quickly packed 

everything got ready and we started to drive off. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: So what are you thinking now? 

I don’t really know. 

Researcher: Say what you are thinking out loud? 

Thinking about writing this. 

Researcher: What are you thinking about writing this?  What choices are you making? 

About what to write and what to not write like some of the stuff that happened but if I 

don’t want to write it. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Researcher: . . . How did you decide to begin your writing? 

I decided to begin my writing the same way it was when the day began 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: What are you choosing to put in your beginning? 

I think everything. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: Everything about the way the day began? 

But I am taking away us driving there because it took four hours to get there. 

. . .  

Researcher: I see you crossed that out.  Why did you cross that out? 

Because I was going to write that I was finally going to go snowboarding but I 

remembered that it was also my family’s first time. 

Researcher: Ok so you were choosing a pronoun? 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . . tell me what you are thinking now? 

I am thinking about when we got to the top of the mountain and we saw our friends were 

there that were going snow boarding with us and we all had to stay in one cabin because 

we had been there for two days but there was all our friends. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: what are you thinking about the words that you are writing? 

I am thinking about how I need to choose them carefully to make sure they make sense. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: What are you thinking about the sentences you are writing? 

I don’t know. 

Researcher: Now what are you thinking? 
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I am thinking about when we got to the house that we were going to be staying at seeing 

how big it was and seeing that there was a cupboard full of movies that we could watch.  I 

was so excited. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . . What are you thinking about the words that you are writing? 

I am thinking that I should choose them the way I felt. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher:  Can you say what you are thinking while you are writing? 

I am thinking that I kind of wanna go back there and that it was really fun. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Who do you think your reader for this is going to be?  Who is going to read 

it? 

Probably it could be anyone and you. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: I have never been snow boarding before. 

It is really fun. 

Researcher: You make me want to go. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: If you can tell me what you are thinking while you are writing that will be 

really good. 

Yeah I am thinking that me and my friend Bruno he came with us and his family I am 

thinking that it was really fun seeing him again and playing with him because I haven’t 

done that with him in a really long time. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . . What are you thinking about how you are going to write that? 

I am thinking I am going to write it the way it happened. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Researcher: Tell me what you are thinking. 

I am thinking that it was like the funnest day ever.  I just really want to go back again and 

hang out with my friends.  I just loved it it was the best. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: That’s great and how are you going to write that?  

I don’t know.  I am still thinking because I am not there yet. 

And also how I played with my brother like some stuff with my brother but then we finally 

had to go to sleep. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: Did you sleep in the cabin? 

Yeah 

Researcher: How are you going to write that? 

I am thinking about that 

Researcher: You tell me what you are thinking.  It’s going to be time to stop in a minute. 

I remember that the beds were really soft. 

They were the best, I was just happy to be sleeping in them.  And there were also bunk 

beds, two of them.  My brother slept in one and I slept in the other. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: And how are you going to write that?  Are you going to write that down? 

No 

Researcher: Why would you choose not to write that? 

Because I don’t really think that would be important to know how someone went to sleep. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: It’s all part of the experience though isn’t it? 

Uh Huh 

Man I want to go back. 
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Researcher: How are you going to put that into your story?  That feeling of wanting to 

go back.  Could you put that into your story?  Would that be important? 

Researcher: Time to finish your story now. 

Researcher: How are you going to do that? 

Say like but I wish I could go back again but I never could. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: I would like you to check through your writing You could read it out loud if 

you want to and see if there are any changes you would like to make.  What kind of 

things do you think you might be going to check for? 

I might be going to check for my full stops and add some if I forgot to put them in. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: And how will you know when to put a full stop in? 

At the end of a sentence. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: How will you know what a sentence is? 

Because my teacher told me what a sentence is. 

Researcher: Any other ways that you would know what a sentence is? 

No.   I learned from the best. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: And what else might you look for when you are checking? 

My spelling. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Anything else? 

No 

Researcher: Ok 
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Researcher: Tell me what you are thinking . . . You made a change there why did you 

make that change? 

Because I knew that I forgot how to spell it so I knew I spelt it wrong so I just left it there 

and waited til I needed to go back and rewrite it. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: What are you putting in now? 

Because at the start I accidentally almost crossed this one out so I am just going to put it in 

again. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: Have you finished? 

Yeah. 

Interview 

Researcher: Can you find a part of your writing that you really like? 

Let’s see.  The part when I got to the cabin and started playing with my friend Bruno and 

my brother Jonathan and we kept on playing and we found out that there was a t.v. in the 

living room with movies so we watched a movie like Madagascar three and it was really 

fun.  Yeah. 

Researcher: Can you tell me why you like that piece of your writing?  Why do you like 

that?  Tell me what you liked about it. 

I liked it because it was something that you can’t always do with a friend because 

sometimes they can’t come or they are sick and I don’t always see him that much any more 

so it’s kind of been a long time since I have talked to him and it was really fun. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: Can you tell me tell me what you like about the writing? 

What I liked about the writing was what I wrote it on because it was my first time snow 

boarding with my family. 

Researcher: So you liked the topic.  Anything about the writing that you like? 

I don’t know.  [shrugs] 
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_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Can you find a part of your writing that you don’t like? 

Ok.  The part when I went on the ramp which was so high up and then fell on my arm but I 

didn’t write it in because I didn’t really want people to know that had happened. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

. . . Researcher: So you didn’t write that in your story? 

Researcher: Tell me what you don’t like about that part of the writing . . . about the 

writing so not thinking so much about what you were writing about but about the 

writing? 

I don’t like that I kind of made mistakes in it.  I don’t like that I kind of need to get better 

at it because it’s not really I am not really good at writing but I wanted to do this to get 

better at it and start writing more often. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: What do you think you need to get better at? 

My - I think because my spelling and  

_________________________________________________________________________ 

I need to work on entertaining the people that are reading it so like pulling them in to 

reading it even more. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Anything else? 

Researcher: Does your teacher tell you that your writing has to be entertaining? 

Sometimes because we have this pie chart in the class that says persuade, inform and 

entertain and it’s kind of like these things that we sometimes need to do in our writing at 

school. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Can you think of any ways you can improve your writing? 
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I could start doing some . . . writing at home just writing about a random topic for ten 

minutes and keep on doing it every day trying to get better and better. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Why don’t you do that? 

Oh, I do it sometimes. 

Researcher: And how would you make that better and better? 

Because since I would do it more often I would see the mistakes I do and I would know to 

correct them next time I do it. 

Researcher: What sort of mistakes? 

Like some  . . .  sentence mistakes to make sure they make sense. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . .  

Researcher: When you were telling me what you were thinking, you told me a long story 

about . . . hurting your shoulder but you didn’t put it in the story, why was that? 

Because and there was my arm and I didn’t think I would like people to know that I hurt 

my arm when I was snowboarding.  Yeah. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: Why was that? 

Because some of my friends like they have been really good at snow boarding and I try 

help them sometimes and I don’t want to disappoint them. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: In your writing you wrote ‘we had all our things ready and so were my 

family and I and it was a sunny Friday morning’ but you didn’t tell me that  Can you 

explain why you did that? 

This one 

Researcher: Yes the parts that you put into your writing that you didn’t tell me you were 

thinking? 
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So the beginning  

Researcher: So here where it says ‘it was a sunny Friday’ and here where it says ‘and so 

were my family … we had all our things ready and so were my family and I’  You put 

that in your writing but you didn’t tell me that was what you were thinking.  Can you 

explain why? 

Because I put it in because like some people like should know how it was when it started 

like they should know how we got there like not just start there because that’s not really 

how it started. 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: Do you know what a noun is? 

I think I forgot because sometimes I get like really nervous 

Researcher: Could you show me a noun? 

I think I forgot what it was 

. . . 

Researcher: What about a verb?  Do you know what a verb is? 

I remember like the word but sometimes I forget it because I get nervous and then I forget 

some words. 

Researcher: Can you show me what a verb is?  Do you know what a verb is? 

I don’t think I remember 

Researcher: Do you know what an adjective is? 

I can’t really remember.  Sometimes I forget stuff really fast because I am not really good 

at remembering stuff. 

Researcher: Ok adverb do you know what an adverb is?  Don’t worry about it I am just 

really interested. 

I think it I like Something like the opposite of a verb, I think it is like that. 

. . .  
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Researcher: What about a simple sentence?  Can you find a simple sentence?  Do you 

know what a simple sentence is? 

It is just like a sentence that just has some normal stuff. 

Researcher:. Can you find one in there? 

Probably the beginning 

Researcher: Read it to me. 

It was a sunny Friday morning when I woke up. 

. . . 

Researcher: Do you know what a compound sentence is? 

Er no 

Researcher: And a complex sentence? 

I forgot that 

Researcher: Ok that’s really interesting thank you very much 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . . Do you remember what the purpose was for your writing what the 

reason why you are writing was today? 

It was to do something for these other people I think they were teachers 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: The general purpose of the research, ok, but not the general purpose of the 

research but the type of writing the purpose for your writing today, your goal in your 

writing today? 

To, my goal that was probably to try and do better than in my other writing that I did last 

time 

_________________________________________________________________________

Researcher: Who do you think your audience is for this piece of writing? 

You 
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Researcher: Yes correct 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: How do you hope to affect your audience?  So what do you hope to do to me 

with your writing? 

To try to like entertain you to like my writing. 

Researcher: Anything else? 

Researcher: What choices . . . did you make to achieve that effect? 

I made choices of things that I should of put and should not put in there because some of 

the stuff I did there wasn’t really that interesting so I thought you wouldn’t really want to 

know about it. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . .  Any other … when you are choosing what you should put or not put 

why did you make that decision?  You said about whether it was interesting, any other 

reasons? 

Because some of the stuff was like just sitting there not doing anything and it was like 

really short and it wasn’t really useful to put in a story. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: How do you decide what’s useful? 

I decide by using it in my mind first so like I write it down in my mind and see like if it 

looks good or not and I make the decision if I could use it or not. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

Researcher: . . .  What is your decision based on? 

I don’t know. 

Researcher: Whether it is interesting or not you told me.  Any other ideas?  Any other 

reasons why you might reject something? 

Because sometimes it might just be like a really short thing, like just like five or six words 

sometimes I kind of need more than that to use.  



243 

References 

Abbott, R. D., & Berninger, V. W. (1993). Structural equation modeling of relationships 

among developmental skills and writing skills in primary- and intermediate-grade 

writers. Journal of Educational Psychology, 85(3), 478–508. doi:10.1037/0022-

0663.85.3.478 

Abbott, R. D., Berninger, V. W., & Fayol, M. (2010). Longitudinal relationships of levels 

of language in writing and between writing and reading in Grades 1 to 7. Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 102(2), 281–298. doi:10.1037/a0019318 

Abrams, M. H., & Harpham, G. G. (2012). A glossary of literary terms (10th ed.). Boston, 

MA: Wadsworth Cengage Learning. 

Adams, W. K., & Wieman, C. E. (2011). Development and validation of instruments to 

measure learning of expert-like thinking. International Journal of Science 

Education, 33(9), 1289–1312. doi:10.1080/09500693.2010.512369 

Aitchison, J. (2012). Words in the mind: An introduction to the mental lexicon (4th ed.). 

Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Allal, L. (2000). Metacognitive regulation of writing in the classroom. In A. Camps & M. 

Milian (Eds.), Metalinguistic activity in learning to write (pp. 145–167) 

Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press.  

American Psychological Association. (2010). Publication manual of the American 

Psychological Association (6th ed.). Washington, DC: American Psychological 

Association. 

Arrimada, M., Torrance, M., & Fidalgo, R. (2019). Effects of teaching planning strategies 

to first‐grade writers. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 89(4), 670–688. 

doi:10.1111/bjep.12251 

Austin, J. L. (1975). How to do things with words: The William James lectures delivered 

at Harvard University in 1955. Retrieved from 

http://www.oxford.universitypressscholarship.com.  

Bahr, R. H., Sillian, E. R., Berninger, V. W., & Dow, M. (2012). Linguistic pattern 

analysis of misspellings of typically developing writers in Grades 1–9. Journal of 



244 

Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 55(6), 1587–1599. doi:10.1044/1092-

4388(2012/10-0335) 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1981). The dialogic imagination: Four essays (M. Holquist, Ed. ). Austin: 

University of Texas Press. 

Bakhtin, M. M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays (M. Holquist & C. Emerson, 

Eds.). Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Beard, R., Myhill, D., Nystrand, M., & Riley, J. (Eds.). (2009). The SAGE handbook of 

writing development. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Beck, S. W. (2019). Linking assessment and instruction of the writing process through 

dialogic writing assessment. Paper presented at the meeting of the LRA Writing 

Research Group, NYU. 

Beers, S. F., & Nagy, W. E. (2011). Writing development in four genres from Grades three 

to seven: Syntactic complexity and genre differentiation. Reading & Writing, 24(2), 

183–202. doi:10.1007/s11145-010-9264-9 

Bereiter, C., & Scardamalia, M. (1982). Assimilative processes in composition planning. 

Educational Psychologist, 17(3), 165–171. 

Berman, R. A. (2008). The psycholinguistics of developing text construction. Journal of 

Child Language, 35(4), 735–771. doi:10.1017/S0305000908008787 

Berninger, V. W., Cartwright, A. C., Yates, C. M., Swanson, H. L., & Abbott, R. D. 

(1994). Developmental skills related to writing and reading acquisition in the 

intermediate grades: Shared and unique functional systems. Reading & Writing, 

6(2), 161–196. doi:10.1007/BF01026911 

Berninger, V. W., Mizokawa, D. T., Bragg, R., Cartwright, A., & Yates, C. (1994). 

Intraindividual differences in levels of written language. Null, 10(3), 259–275. 

doi:10.1080/1057356940100307 

Berninger, V., Nagy, W., & Beers, S. (2011). Child writers’ construction and 

reconstruction of single sentences and construction of multi-sentence texts: 

Contributions of syntax and transcription to translation. Reading and Writing; an 

Interdisciplinary Journal, 24(2), 151–182. doi:10.1007/s11145-010-9262-y 



245 

Bialystok, E. (2001). Bilingualism in development: language, literacy, and cognition. 

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Bialystok, E., & Barac, R. (2012). Emerging bilingualism: Dissociating advantages for 

metalinguistic awareness and executive control. Cognition, 122(1), 67–73. 

doi:10.1016/j.cognition.2011.08.003 

Bialystok, E., Peets, K. F., & Moreno, S. (2014). Producing bilinguals through immersion 

education: Development of metalinguistic awareness. Applied Psycholinguistics, 

35(1), 177–191. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0142716412000288 

Bialystok, E., & Ryan, E. B. (1985). Toward a definition of metalinguistic skill. Merrill-

Palmer Quarterly, 31(3), 229–251. 

Biesta, G. (2010). Pragmatism and the philosophical foundations of mixed methods 

research. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), SAGE handbook of mixed methods 

in social & behavioral research (2nd ed., pp. 95–118). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 

Publications. 

Blackburn, S. (2016). The Oxford dictionary of philosophy. Oxford, UK: Oxford 

University Press. 

Boocock, C., McNaughton, S., & Parr, J. (1998). The early development of a self-

extending system in writing. Literacy, Teaching and Learning, 3(2), 41–58. 

Bourke, L., Davies, S. J., Sumner, E., & Green, C. (2014). Individual differences in the 

development of early writing skills: Testing the unique contribution of visuo-

spatial working memory. Reading & Writing, 27(2), 315. doi:10.1007/s11145-013-

9446-3 

Britton, J. (1983). Writing and the story of the world. In B. M. Kroll & G. Wells (Eds.), 

Explorations in the development of writing: Theory, research, and practice (pp. 3–

30). New York, NY: Wiley. 

Bruner, J. S. (1957). On perceptual readiness. Psychological Review, 64(2), 123–152. 

doi:10.1037/h0043805 

Calil, E., & Myhill, D. (2020). Dialogue, erasure and spontaneous comments during 

textual composition: What students' metalinguistic talk reveals about newly-literate 



246 

writers’ understanding of revision. Linguistics and Education, 60. 

doi:10.1016/j.linged.2020.100875 

Calkins, L. M. (1994). The art of teaching writing (New ed.). Portsmouth, NH: 

Heinemann. 

Calvo, A., & Bialystok, E. (2014). Independent effects of bilingualism and socioeconomic 

status on language ability and executive functioning. Cognition, 130(3), 278–288. 

doi:10.1016/j.cognition.2013.11.015 

Camps, A., Guasch, O., Milian, M., & Ribas, T. (2000). Metalinguistic activity: The link 

between writing and learning to write. In A. Camps & M. Milian (Eds.), 

Metalinguistic activity in learning to write (pp. 103–125). Amsterdam, 

Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press.  

Camps, A., & Milian, M. (Eds.). (2000a). Metalinguistic activity in learning to write. 

Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press. 

Camps, A., & Milian, M. (2000b). Metalinguistic activity in learning to write: An 

introduction. In A. Camps & M. Milian (Eds.), Metalinguistic activity in learning 

to write (pp. 1–26). Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press. 

Castelló Badia, M. (2000). Students' conceptions on academic writing. In A. Camps & M. 

Milian (Eds.), Metalinguistic activity in learning to write (pp. 49–78). Amsterdam, 

Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press.  

Cazden, C. B. (1974). Play and metalinguistic awareness: One dimension of language 

experience. The Urban Review, 7(1), 28–39. doi:10.1007/BF02223202 

Chaney, C. (1994). Language development, metalinguistic awareness, and emergent 

literacy skills of 3-year-old children in relation to social class. Applied 

Psycholinguistics, 15(3), 371–394. doi:10.1017/S0142716400004501 

Chen, H., & Jones, P. (2012). Understanding metalinguistic development in beginning 

writers: A functional perspective. Journal of Applied Linguistics and Professional 

Practice, 9(1), 81–104. doi:10.1558/japl.v9i1.81 



247 

Chen, H., & Myhill, D. (2016). Children talking about writing: Investigating 

metalinguistic understanding. Linguistics and Education, 35, 100–108. 

doi:10.1016/j.linged.2016.07.004 

Chomsky, N. (2011). Language and other cognitive systems. what is special about 

language? Language Learning and Development, 7(4), 263–278. 

doi:10.1080/15475441.2011.584041 

Christie, F., & Derewianka, B. (2008). School discourse: Learning to write across the 

years of schooling. London, UK: Continuum. Retrieved from 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/ 

Clark, E. V. (1978). Awareness of language: some evidence from what children say and 

do. In A. Sinclair, R. J. Jarvella, & W. J. Levelt (Eds.). The child's conception of 

language. (pp. 17–44). Berlin, Germany: Springer-Verlag. 

Clay, M. M. (1975). What did I write? London, UK: Heinemann Educational. 

Clay, M. M. (1991). Becoming literate: The construction of inner control. Auckland NZ: 

Heinemann. 

Clay, M. M. (1998a). By different paths to common outcomes. York, NH: Stenhouse 

Publishers. 

Clay, M. M. (1998b). From acts to awareness in early literacy. Childrenz Issues: Journal 

of the Children's Issues Centre, 2(1), 12–20. 

Cohen, J. (1988). Statistical power analysis for the behavioral sciences (2nd ed.). 

Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum Associates. 

Coleridge, S. T. (1817). Biographia literaria. Project Gutenberg. 

Conrad, J. (2014). Heart of darkness. New York, NY: Open Road Media. (Original work 

published 1899) 

Cordeiro, C., Limpo, T., Olive, T., & Castro, S. L. (2019). Do executive functions 

contribute to writing quality in beginning writers? A longitudinal study with 

second graders. Reading & Writing, 33(4), 813–833. doi:10.1007/s11145-019-

09963-6 



248 

Cowley, J. (2017). Finding truth in story: Seminar by Joy Cowley. Lecture presented at the 

School of Education and Social Work, Epsom Campus, University of Auckland. 

Crasnich, S., & Lumbelli, L. (2005). The reflection-response in enhancing argumentation 

ability. L1-Educational Studies in Language and Literature, 5(2), 147–174. 

doi:10.1007/s10674-005-0918-5 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (4th ed., International student ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications. 

Crossley, S. A., & McNamara, D. S. (2016). Say more and be more coherent: How text 

elaboration and cohesion can increase writing quality. Journal of Writing Research, 

7(3), 351–370. doi:10.17239/jowr-2016.07.03.02 

Cruse, D. A. (1986). Lexical semantics. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Davies, M., & Meissel, K. (2016). The use of quality talk to increase critical analytical 

speaking and writing of students in three secondary schools. British Educational 

Research Journal, 42(2), 342–365. doi:10.1002/berj.3210 

Delis, D. C., & Fine, E. M. (2018). Delis-Kaplan executive functioning system. 

Encyclopedia of clinical neuropsychology. Springer Science. 

Department for Education. (2019). National curriculum assessments at key stage 2 in 

England, 2019 (revised). Retrieved from https://www.gov.uk/government 

/statistics/national-curriculum-assessments-key-stage-2-2019-revised 

Derewianka, B. (1998). A grammar companion for primary teachers. Newtown, Australia: 

Primary English Teaching Association. 

Derewianka, B. (2012). Teaching language in context. South Melbourne, Australia: 

Oxford University Press. 

Dewey, J. (2015). Lectures in social and political philosophy. European Journal of 

Pragmatism and American Philosophy. https://doi.org/10.4000/ejpap.404 (Original 

work published 1919) 

Diamond, A. (2013). Executive functions. Annual Review of Psychology, 64(1), 135–168. 

doi:10.1146/annurev-psych-113011-143750 

http://www.education.auckland.ac.nz/en/about/events/events-2017/finding-truth-in-story.html
https://doi.org/10.4000/ejpap.404


249 

Doherty, M., & Perner, J. (1998). Metalinguistic awareness and theory of mind: Just two 

words for the same thing? Cognitive Development, 13(3), 279–305. 

doi:10.1016/S0885-2014(98)90012-0 

Dolz, J., & Erard, S. (2000). Metaverbal activities as an approach to teach spoken and 

written genres. In A. Camps & M. Milian (Eds.), Metalinguistic activity in learning 

to write (pp. 125–144). Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press.  

Drijbooms, E., Groen, M. A., & Verhoeven, L. T. (2015). The contribution of executive 

functions to narrative writing in fourth grade children. Reading & Writing, 28(7), 

989–1011. doi:10.1007/s11145-015-9558-z 

Drijbooms, E., Groen, M. A., & Verhoeven, L. T. (2017). How executive functions predict 

development in syntactic complexity of narrative writing in the upper elementary 

grades. Reading & Writing, 30(1), 209–231. doi:10.1007/s11145-016-9670-8 

Droga, L., & Humphrey, S. (2003). Grammar and meaning: An introduction for primary 

teachers. Berry, Australia: Target Texts. 

Elley, W. B., Barham, I. H., Lamb, H., & Wyllie, M. (1976). The role of grammar in a 

secondary school English curriculum. Research in the Teaching of English, 10(1), 

5–21. 

Ellis, N. C. (2005). At the interface: Dynamic interactions of explicit and implicit language 

knowledge. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 27(2), 305–352. 

doi:10.1017/S027226310505014X 

Ericsson, K. A., & Simon, H. A. (1998). How to study thinking in everyday life: 

Contrasting think-aloud protocols with descriptions and explanations of thinking. 

Mind, Culture and Activity, 5(3), 178–186. doi:10.1207/s15327884mca0503_3 

Figure NZ. (2015). Student achievement in writing by New Zealand region – national 

standards, 2015, % of students. Retrieved from https://figure.nz/ 

Flavell, J. H. (1999). Cognitive development: Children's knowledge about the mind. 

Annual Review of Psychology, 50(1), 21–45. doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.50.1.21 

Flower, L. S., & Hayes, J. R. (1977). Problem-solving strategies and the writing process. 

College English, 39(4), 449–461. doi:10.2307/375768 



250 

Flower, L., & Hayes, J. R. (1981). A cognitive process theory of writing. College 

Composition and Communication, 32(4), 365. doi:10.2307/356600 

Flower, L., Hayes, J. R., Carey, L., Schriver, K., & Stratman, J. (1986). Detection, 

diagnosis, and the strategies of revision. College Composition and Communication, 

37(1), 16–55. doi:10.2307/357381 

Foy, J. G., & Mann, V. (2006). Changes in letter sound knowledge are associated with 

development of phonological awareness in pre‐school children. Journal of 

Research in Reading, 29(2), 143–161. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9817.2006.00279.x 

Freedman, A. (1999). Beyond the text: Towards understanding the teaching and learning 

of genres. TESOL Quarterly, 33(4), 764–767. doi:10.2307/3587890 

Freedman, A., & Medway, P. (1994). Genre and the new rhetoric. London, UK: Taylor & 

Francis. 

Gadd, M. (2014). What is critical in the effective teaching of writing? A study of the 

classroom practice of some Year 5 to 8 teachers in the New Zealand context 

(Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from https://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/ 

Gadd, M. (2015). School literacy project 2015: An overview. Unpublished manuscript. 

Gadd, M., & Parr, J. (2017). Practices of effective writing teachers. Reading and Writing; 

an Interdisciplinary Journal, 30(7), 1551–1574. doi:10.1007/s11145-017-9737-1 

Gadd, M., Parr, J. M., Robertson, J., Carran, L., Ali, Z., Gendall, L., & Watson, K. (2019). 

Portrait of the student as a young writer: Some student survey findings about 

attitudes to writing and self‐efficacy as writers. Literacy, 53(4), 226–235. 

doi:10.1111/lit.12178 

Galambos, S. J., & Goldin-Meadow, S. (1990). The effects of learning two languages on 

levels of metalinguistic awareness. Cognition, 34(1), 1–56. doi:10.1016/0010-

0277(90)90030-N 

Galbraith, D. (2009). Writing about what we know: Generating ideas in writing. In R. 

Beard, D. Myhill, M. Nystrand, & J. Riley (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of writing 

development (pp. 48–65). London, UK: SAGE Publications. 

doi:10.4135/9780857021069.n4  



251 

Genishi, C., & Haas Dyson, A. (2009). Children, language, and literacy: Diverse learners 

in diverse times. New York, NY: Teachers College Press and National Association 

for the Education of Young Children. 

Gentry, R. J. (1982). An analysis of developmental spelling in "GNYS AT WRK". The 

Reading Teacher, 36(2), 192–200. 

Glasswell, K., Parr, J. M., & Aikman, M. (2001). Development of the asTTle writing 

assessment rubrics for scoring extended writing tasks. (Technical report 6. Project 

asTTle). Auckland, NZ: University of Auckland. 

Gleitman, L. R., Gleitman, H., & Shipley, E. F. (1972). The emergence of the child as 

grammarian. Cognition, 1(2), 137–164. doi:10.1016/0010-0277(72)90016-9 

Gombert, J. E. (1992). Metalinguistic development. New York, NY: Harvester 

Wheatsheaf. 

Goodwin, A. P., & Ahn, S. (2013). A meta-analysis of morphological interventions in 

English: Effects on literacy outcomes for school-age children. Scientific Studies of 

Reading, 17(4), 257–285. doi:10.1080/10888438.2012.689791 

Gordon, E. (2005). Grammar in New Zealand schools: Two case studies. English 

Teaching: Practice and Critique, 4(3). Retrieved from 

http://education.waikato.ac.nz/research/files/etpc/2005v4n3art3.pdf 

Gordon, E. (2010). People, politics and power: The English language teaching revolution 

in New Zealand. Paper presented at the English in Aotearoa conference. Retrieved 

from https://www.nzate.co.nz  

Graham, S., Capizzi, A., Harris, K. R., Hebert, M., & Morphy, P. (2014). Teaching writing 

to middle school students: A national survey. Reading & Writing, 27(6), 1015–

1042. doi:10.1007/s11145-013-9495-7 

Graham, S., McKeown, D., Kiuhara, S., & Harris, K. R. (2012). Meta-analysis of writing 

instruction for students in elementary grades. Journal of Educational Psychology, 

104(4), 896. doi:10.1037/a0029939 

Graves, D. H. (2003). Writing: Teachers and children at work (20th-anniversary ed.). 

Exeter, NH: Heinemann Educational Books. 



252 

Graves, D. H. (2004). What I've learned from teachers of writing. Language Arts, 82(2), 

88–94. 

Greene, J. C., & Hall, J. N. (2010). Dialectics and pragmatism: Being of consequence. In 

A. Tashakkori &, & C. Teddlie (Eds.), SAGE handbook of mixed methods in social 

& behavioral research (2nd ed., pp. 119–144). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 

Publications. doi:10.4135/9781506335193.n5  

Grice, H. P. (1991). Studies in the way of words [E-book]. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press. Retrieved from https://hdl.handle.net/2027/heb.08428. 

Haas Dyson, A. (2009). Writing in childhood worlds. In R. Beard, D. Myhill, & M. 

Nystrand (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of writing development (pp. 232–245). 

London, UK: SAGE Publications. doi:10.4135/9780857021069.n16  

Hakes, D. T. (1980). The development of metalinguistic abilities in children. Berlin, 

Germany: Springer. 

Halliday, M. A. (1975). Learning how to mean: Explorations in the development of 

language. London, UK: Edward Arnold. 

Halliday, M. A. (1993). Towards a language-based theory of learning. Linguistics and 

Education, 5(2), 93–116. doi:10.1016/0898-5898(93)90026-7 

Halliday, M. A. (2004). An introduction to functional grammar (3rd ed., rev. by C. M. 

Matthiessen). London, UK: Arnold. 

Halliday, M. A. (2014). Halliday's introduction to functional grammar (Rev. by C. M. 

Matthiessen). London, UK: Routledge. doi:10.4324/9780203431269. (Original 

work published 1985) 

Halliday, M. A., & Hasan, R. (1989). Language, context, and text: Aspects of language in 

a social-semiotic perspective (2nd ed.). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

Halliday, M. A., & Martin, J. R. (2003). Writing science: Literacy and discursive power. 

London, UK: Taylor and Francis. doi:10.4324/9780203209936 

Hancock, C. (2009). How linguistics can inform the teaching of writing. In R. Beard, D. 

Myhill, & M. Nystrand (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of writing development (pp. 

194–207). London, UK: SAGE Publications. doi:10.4135/9780857021069.n14  



253 

Homer, D. (2009). Literacy and metalinguistic development. In D. R. Olson & N. Torrance 

(Eds.), The Cambridge handbook of literacy (pp. 487–500). Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Hymes, D. H. (Ed.). (1972). Directions in sociolinguistics; the ethnography of 

communication. New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Jakobson, R. (1960). Closing statement: Linguistics and poetics. In S. Thomas (Ed.), Style 

in language (pp. 350–359). Cambridge, MA: Cambridge Technology Press of 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

Jesson, R. N. (2010). Intertextuality as a conceptual tool for the teaching of writing: 

Designing professional development that will transfer (Doctoral dissertation). 

Retrieved from http://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz 

Jesson, R. N., & Cockle, V. (2016). The opportunities to build on existing expertise in 

writing classrooms: A study of writing lessons in New Zealand primary schools. 

Education 3–13, 44(6), 604–616. doi:10.1080/03004279.2014.923479 

Jesson, R., Fontich, X., & Myhill, D. (2016). Creating dialogic spaces: Talk as a 

mediational tool in becoming a writer. International Journal of Educational 

Research, 80, 155–163. doi:10.1016/j.ijer.2016.08.002 

Jesson, R. & Rosedale, N. (2015, August). How teachers open classroom spaces for the 

inter-animation of voices in writing instruction. Paper presented at the meeting of 

the European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction, Limassol, 

Cyprus. 

Jeurissen, M. (2012). 'Perhaps I didn't really have as good a knowledge as I thought I had'. 

The Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 35(3), 301–316. 

Johnson, B., & Gray, R. (2010). A history of philosophical and theoretical issues for mixed 

methods research. In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Ed.), SAGE handbook of mixed 

methods in social & behavioral research (2nd ed., pp. 69–94). Thousand Oaks, 

CA: SAGE Publications. doi:10.4135/9781506335193.n3 

Johnson, R. B., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2004). Mixed methods research: A research 

paradigm whose time has come. Educational Researcher, 33(7), 14–26. 

doi:10.3102/0013189X033007014 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781506335193.n3


254 

Jones, P., & Chen, H. (2016). The role of dialogic pedagogy in teaching grammar. 

Research Papers in Education, 31(1), 45–69. doi:10.1080/02671522.2016.1106695 

Jones, S., Myhill, D., & Bailey, T. (2013). Grammar for writing? An investigation of the 

effects of contextualised grammar teaching on students’ writing. Reading & 

Writing, 26(8), 1241–1263. doi:10.1007/s11145-012-9416-1 

Juel, C., Griffith, P. L., & Gough, P. B. (1986). Acquisition of literacy: A longitudinal 

study of children in first and second grade. Journal of Educational Psychology, 

78(4), 243–255. doi:10.1037//0022-0663.78.4.243 

Kamler, B., & Comber, B. (2005). Turn-around pedagogies: Improving the education of 

at-risk students. Improving Schools, 8(2), 121–131. 

doi:10.1177/1365480205057702 

Karmiloff-Smith, A. (1986). From meta-processes to conscious access: Evidence from 

children's metalinguistic and repair data. Cognition, 23(2), 95–147. 

doi:10.1016/0010-0277(86)90040-5 

Kellogg, R. T. (2008). Training writing skills: A cognitive developmental perspective. 

Journal of Writing Research, 1(1), 1–26. doi:10.17239/jowr-2008.01.01.1 

Kim, Y., Al Otaiba, S., Puranik, C., Folsom, J. S., Greulich, L., & Wagner, R. K. (2011). 

Componential skills of beginning writing: An exploratory study. Learning and 

Individual Differences, 21(5), 517–525. doi:10.1016/j.lindif.2011.06.004 

Kim, Y., Al Otaiba, S., & Wanzek, J. (2015). Kindergarten predictors of third grade 

writing. Learning and Individual Differences, 37, 27–37. 

doi:10.1016/j.lindif.2014.11.009 

Kim, Y. G., & Schatschneider, C. (2017). Expanding the developmental models of writing: 

A direct and indirect effects model of developmental writing (DIEW). Journal of 

Educational Psychology, 109(1), 35–50. doi:10.1037/edu0000129 

Knapp, P., & Watkins, M. (2005). Genre, text, grammar: Technologies for teaching and 

assessing writing. Sydney, Australia: Univ. of New South Wales Press. 

Kostouli, T. (2009). A sociocultural framework: Writing as social practice. In R. Beard, D. 

Myhill, M. Nystrand, & J. Riley (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of writing 



255 

development (pp. 98–116). London, UK: SAGE Publications. 

doi:10.4135/9780857021069.n7  

Kress, G. (1993). Against arbitrariness: The social production of the sign as a foundational 

issue in critical discourse analysis. Discourse & Society, 4(2), 169–191. 

doi:10.1177/0957926593004002003 

Kress, G. (1997). Before writing: Rethinking the paths to literacy. Florence, Italy: 

Routledge. doi:10.4324/9780203992692 

Kress, G. (1998). Writing and learning to write. Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing. 

doi:10.1111/b.9780631211860.1998.00012.x 

Lacan, J. (2004). In Miller J. (Ed.), The four fundamental concepts of psycho-analysis. 

London, UK: Karnac. 

Langer, J. A. (1986). Reading, writing, and understanding: An analysis of the construction 

of meaning. Written Communication, 3(2), 219–267. 

doi:10.1177/0741088386003002005 

Lawrence, J. F., White, C., & Snow, C. E. (2010). The words students need. Retrieved 

from https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/the-words-students-need 

Leech, G. N. (2013). Meaning and the English verb. New York, NY: Routledge.  

Lesaux, N. K., Kieffer, M. J., Faller, S. E., & Kelley, J. G. (2010). The effectiveness and 

ease of implementation of an academic vocabulary intervention for linguistically 

diverse students in urban middle schools. Reading Research Quarterly, 45(2), 196–

228. doi:10.1598/RRQ.45.2.3 

Limpo, T., & Alves, R. A. (2017). Written language bursts mediate the relationship 

between transcription skills and writing performance. Written Communication, 

34(3), 306–332. doi:10.1177/0741088317714234 

Limpo, T., Alves, R. A., & Connelly, V. (2017). Examining the transcription-writing link: 

Effects of handwriting fluency and spelling accuracy on writing performance via 

planning and translating in middle grades. Learning and Individual Differences, 53, 

26–36. doi:10.1016/j.lindif.2016.11.004 



256 

Locke, T. (2009). Grammar and writing – the international debate. In R. Beard, D. Myhill, 

M. Nystrand, & J. Riley (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of writing development (pp. 

182–193). London, UK: SAGE Publications. doi:10.4135/9780857021069  

Malpique, A., Pino-Pasternak, D., & Valcan, D. (2017). Handwriting automaticity and 

writing instruction in Australian kindergarten: An exploratory study. Reading & 

Writing, 30(8), 1789–1812. doi:10.1007/s11145-017-9753-1 

Marshall, J. C., & Morton, J. (1978). On the mechanics of Emma. Berlin, Germany: 

Springer. doi:10.1007/978-3-642-67155-5_12 

Martello, J. (2001). Talk about writing: Metalinguistic awareness in beginning writers. The 

Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 24(2), 101–111. 

Matusov, E., Bell, N., & Rogoff, B. (1994). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral 

participation. Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger. American Ethnologist, 21(4), 918–

909. 

Maxwell, J. A., & Mittapalli, K. (2010). Realism as a stance for mixed methods research. 

SAGE handbook of mixed methods in social & behavioral research (2nd ed., pp. 

145–168). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

doi:10.4135/9781506335193.n6  

McCutchen, D. (1988). “Functional automaticity” in children's writing: A problem of 

metacognitive control. Written Communication, 5(3), 306–324. 

doi:10.1177/0741088388005003003 

McCutchen, D. (1996). A capacity theory of writing: working memory in composition. 

Educational Psychology Review, 8(3), 299–325. doi:10.1007/BF01464076 

McCutchen, D., Francis, M., & Kerr, S. (1997). Revising for meaning: Effects of 

knowledge and strategy. Journal of Educational Psychology, 89(4), 667–676. 

doi:10.1037/0022-0663.89.4.667 

McCutchen, D., & Stull, S. (2014). Morphological awareness and children’s writing: 

Accuracy, error, and invention. Reading & Writing, 28(2), 271–289. 

doi:10.1007/s11145-014-9524-1 



257 

Ministry of Education. (2009).  Reading and Writing Standards.  Retrieved from 

https://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/Archives/Assessment/Reading-and-writing-

standards 

Ministry of Education. (2010). The literacy learning progressions: Meeting the reading 

and writing demands of the curriculum. Wellington, NZ: Learning Media. 

Ministry of Education. (2014). The New Zealand curriculum. Wellington, NZ: Learning 

Media. Retrieved from https://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/The-New-Zealand-

Curriculum/English/ 

Ministry of Education. (2018). Education counts. Retrieved from 

https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/schooling/achievement-and-

progress-in-mathematics,-reading-and-writing-in-primary-schooling 

Ministry of Education. (2020). School deciles. Retrieved from 

https://www.education.govt.nz/school/funding-and-financials/resourcing 

/operational-funding/school-decile-ratings/ 

Ministry of Education and New Zealand Council for Educational Research. (2001). 

AsTTle writing (cd rom).  

Ministry of Education and New Zealand Council for Educational Research. (2012a). E-

asTTle: Writing (revised) (computer software).  

Ministry of Education and New Zealand Council for Educational Research. (2012b). E-

asTTle writing (revised) manual. Retrieved from https://e-

asTTle.tki.org.nz/Teacher resources/ PLD-resources-for-e-asTTle-writing   

Ministry of Education and New Zealand Council for Educational Research. (2012c). E-

asTTle writing: The technical report. Retrieved from https://e-asTTle.tki.org.nz  

Myhill, D. A. (2008). Towards a linguistic model of sentence development in writing. 

Language and Education, 22(5), 271. doi:10.2167/le775.0 

Myhill, D. A. (2009). Becoming a designer: Trajectories of linguistic development. In R. 

Beard, D. Myhill, & M. Nystrand (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of writing 

development (pp. 402–414). Thousand Oaks, CA” SAGE Publications. 

https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9780857021069.n28 

https://e-asttle.tki.org.nz/Teacher-resources/PLD-resources-for-e-asTTle-writing


258 

Myhill, D. A. (2012). The ordeal of deliberate choice: Metalinguistic development in 

secondary writers. In V. Berninger (Ed.), Past, present, and future contributions of 

cognitive writing research to cognitive psychology (pp. 247–274). New York, NY: 

Psychology Press. doi:10.4324/9780203805312-21  

Myhill, D. A. (2018). Grammar as a meaning-making resource for language development. 

L1-Educational Studies in Language and Literature, 18, Running Issue, 1–21. 

doi:10.17239/L1ESLL-2018.18.04.04 

Myhill, D. A. (2021). Grammar re-imagined: Foregrounding understanding of language 

choice in writing. English in Education, 55(3), 265–278. 

doi:10.1080/04250494.2021.1885975 

Myhill, D. A., & Jones, S. (2009). How talk becomes text: Investigating the concept of 

oral rehearsal in early years' classrooms. British Journal of Educational Studies, 

57(3), 265–284. doi:10.1111/j.1467-8527.2009.00438.x 

Myhill, D. A., & Jones, S. (2015). Conceptualizing metalinguistic understanding in writing 

/ conceptualización de la competencia metalingüística en la escritura. Cultura Y 

Educacion, 27(4), 839–867. doi:10.1080/11356405.2015.1089387 

Myhill, D. A., Jones, S., & Lines, H. (2018). Supporting less proficient writers through 

linguistically aware teaching. Language and Education, 32(4), 333–349. 

doi:10.1080/09500782.2018.1438468 

Myhill, D. A., Jones, S. M., Lines, H., & Watson, A. (2012). Re-thinking grammar: The 

impact of embedded grammar teaching on students' writing and students' 

metalinguistic understanding. Research Papers in Education, 27(2), 139–166. 

doi:10.1080/02671522.2011.637640 

Myhill, D. A., Jones, S., & Watson, A. (2013). Grammar matters: How teachers' 

grammatical knowledge impacts on the teaching of writing. Teaching and Teacher 

Education, 36, 77–91. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2013.07.005 

Myhill, D. A., Jones, S., & Wilson, A. (2016). Writing conversations: Fostering 

metalinguistic discussion about writing. Research Papers in Education, 31(1), 23–

44. doi:10.1080/02671522.2016.1106694 



259 

Myhill, D. A., Lines, H., & Jones, S. (2020). Writing like a reader: Developing 

metalinguistic understanding to support reading-writing connections. Reading-

writing connections (pp. 107–122). Cham, Switzerland: Springer International 

Publishing. doi:10.1007/978-3-030-38811-9_7  

Myhill, D. A., Lines, H., & Watson, A. (2012). Making meaning with grammar: A 

repertoire of possibilities. English in Australia, 47(3), 29–38. 

Myhill, D. A., & Newman, R. (2016). Metatalk: Enabling metalinguistic discussion about 

writing. International Journal of Educational Research, 80, 177–187. 

doi:10.1016/j.ijer.2016.07.007 

Myhill, D. A., Newman, R., & Watson, A. (2020). Going meta: Dialogic talk in the writing 

classroom. The Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 43(1), 5–16. 

Nagy, W., Townsend, D., Lesaux, N., & Schmitt, N. (2012). Words as tools: Learning 

academic vocabulary as language acquisition. Reading Research Quarterly, 47(1), 

91–108. doi:10.1002/RRQ.011 

National Assessment of Educational Progress. (2011). Retrieved from 

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/main2011 

New Zealand Human Rights Commission. (2008). New Zealand’s official languages. 

Retrieved from https://www.hrc.co.nz/how-we-can-help/faqs/new-zealands-

official-languages 

Newman, R. (2015). 'All in favour, say aye!' Voting in pupils' collaborative talk. Changing 

English, 22(1), 87–98. doi:10.1080/1358684X.2014.991223 

Newman, R., & Watson, A. (2020). Shaping spaces: Teachers’ orchestration of metatalk 

about written text. Linguistics and Education, 60, 100860. 

doi:10.1016/j.linged.2020.100860 

Newton, M. E. (1997). Communication activities: A method of vocabulary development for 

Year 3 primary school children: A research project. Wellington, NZ: Ministry of 

Education, Research Division. 

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/pubs/main2011


260 

Ong, K. K., & Zhang, L. J. (2010). Metalinguistic filters within the bilingual language 

faculty: A study of young English-Chinese bilinguals. Journal of Psycholinguistic 

Research, 39(3), 243–272. doi:10.1007/s10936-009-9137-z 

Parr, J. M., Glasswell, K., & Aikman, M. (2007). Supporting teacher learning and 

informed practice in writing through assessment tools for teaching and learning. 

Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 35(1), 69–87. 

doi:10.1080/13598660601111281 

Parr, J. M., & Jesson, R. (2016). Mapping the landscape of writing instruction in New 

Zealand primary school classrooms. Reading & Writing, 29(5), 981–1011. 

doi:10.1007/s11145-015-9589-5 

Parr, J., Jesson, R., & McNaughton, S. (2009). Agency and platform: The relationships 

between talk and writing. London, UK: SAGE Publications. 

doi:10.4135/9780857021069.n17 

Pepinsky, T. B. (2018). A note on listwise deletion versus multiple imputation. Political 

Analysis, 26(4), 480–488. doi:10.1017/pan.2018.18 

Phillips, G., McNaughton, S., & MacDonald, S. (2004). Managing the mismatch: 

Enhancing early literacy progress for children with diverse language and cultural 

identities in mainstream urban schools in New Zealand. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 96(2), 309–323. doi:10.1037/0022-0663.96.2.309 

Piaget, J. (1964). Part I: Cognitive development in children: Piaget development and 

learning. Journal of Research in Science Teaching, 2(3), 176–186. 

doi:10.1002/tea.3660020306 

Pittard, V., & Martlew, M. (2000). Socially-situated cognition and metalinguistic activity. 

In A. Camps & M. Milian (Eds.), Metalinguistic activity in learning to write (pp. 

79–102) Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press.  

Pritchard, R., & Honeycutt, R. (2006). The process approach to writing instruction: 

Examining its effectiveness. In C. MacArthur, S. Graham, & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), 

Handbook of writing research (pp. 275–292). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 



261 

Reinhart, A., Evans, C., Luby, A., Orellana, J., Meyer, M., Wieczorek, J., & Nugent, R. 

(2019). Think-aloud interviews: A tool for exploring student statistical reasoning. 

Ithaca, NY: Cornell University. Retrieved from https://arxiv.org/1911.00535 

Richards, J. C., Platt, J. T., & Weber, H. (1992). Longman dictionary of language teaching 

and applied linguistics (New ed.). Harlow, UK: Longman. 

Rijlaarsdam, G., & Couzijn, M. (2000). Stimulating awareness of learning in the writing 

curriculum. In A. Camps & M. Milian (Eds.), Metalinguistic activity in learning to 

write (pp. 167–203) Amsterdam, Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press.  

Rogoff, B. (1984). Introduction: thinking and learning in social context. In B. Rogoff & J. 

Lave (Eds.). Everyday cognition: its development in social context (pp. 1–8). 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Rogoff, B., & Lave, J. (Eds.). (1984). Everyday cognition: its development in social 

context. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Rose, D. (2009). Writing as linguistic mastery: The development of genre-based literacy 

pedagogy. In R. Beard, D. Myhill, M. Nystrand, & J. Riley (Eds.), The SAGE 

handbook of writing development (pp. 151–166). London, UK: SAGE Publications. 

doi:10.4135/9780857021069.n11  

Rossbridge, J., & Rushton, K. (2017). Helping your students to become better writers. 

Journal of Professional Learning, Semester 1 2017. Retrieved from 

www.cpl.asn.au/journal 

Schleppegrell, M. J. (2017). Systemic functional grammar in the K–12 classroom. In E. 

Hinkel (Ed.). Handbook of research in second language teaching and learning 

(Volume III, pp. 384–396). New York, NY: Routledge. 

doi:10.4324/9781315716893-28  

Schrodt, K. E., Elleman, A. M., Fitzpatrick, E. R., Hasty, M. M., Kim, J. K., Tharp, T. J., 

& Rector, H. (2019). An examination of mindset instruction, self-regulation, and 

writer's workshop on kindergarteners' writing performance and motivation: A 

mixed-methods study. Reading & Writing Quarterly, 35(5), 427–444. 

doi:10.1080/10573569.2019.1577778 

https://arxiv.org)/


262 

Searle, J. R. (1968). Austin on locutionary and illocutionary acts. The Philosophical 

Review, 77(4), 405–424. doi:10.2307/2183008 

Shakespeare, W. (1988). William Shakespeare: The complete works (S. Wells & G. 

Taylor, Eds., compact ed.). New York, NY: Clarendon Press, Oxford University 

Press. 

Siegler, R. S. (1996). Emerging minds: The process of change in children's thinking. New 

York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Smith, C. L., & Tager-Flusberg, H. (1982). Metalinguistic awareness and language 

development. Journal of Experimental Child Psychology, 34(3), 449–468. 

doi:10.1016/0022-0965(82)90071-6 

Spencer, T. D., & Petersen, D. B. (2018). Bridging oral and written language: An oral 

narrative language intervention study with writing outcomes. Language, Speech & 

Hearing Services in Schools, 49(3), 569–581. doi:10.1044/2018_LSHSS-17-0030 

St Clair-Thompson, H. L., & Gathercole, S. E. (2006). Executive functions and 

achievements in school: Shifting, updating, inhibition, and working memory. 

Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology, 59(4), 745–759. 

doi:10.1080/17470210500162854 

Stephens, L. J. (2004). Advanced statistics demystified. Blacklick, OH: McGraw-Hill 

Professional Publishing.  

Stevenson, A. (Ed.). (2011). Oxford dictionary of English (3rd ed.). Oxford, UK: Oxford 

University Press. 

Strauss, E., Sherman, E. M., & Spreen, O. (Eds.). (2006). A compendium of 

neuropsychological tests: Administration, norms, and commentary (3rd ed.). 

Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.  

Struthers, L., Lapadat, J. C., & MacMillan, P. D. (2013). Assessing cohesion in children’s 

writing: Development of a checklist. Assessing Writing, 18(3), 187–201. 

doi:10.1016/j.asw.2013.05.001 

Taylor, G. (2013). E-asTTle norms and curriculum expectation by quarter: Writing. 

Retrieved from https://e-asttle.tki.org.nz/Teacher-resources#WritingNorms 

https://e-asttle.tki.org.nz/Teacher-resources#WritingNorms


263 

Teddlie, C., & Tashakkori, A. (2009). Foundations of mixed methods research: 

Integrating quantitative and qualitative approaches in the social and behavioral 

sciences. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE. 

Tolchinsky, L. (2000). Contrasting views about the object and purpose of metalinguistic 

work and reflection in academic writing. In A. Camps & M. Milian (Eds.), 

Metalinguistic activity in learning to write (pp. 29–48). Amsterdam, Netherlands: 

Amsterdam University Press.  

Townsend, D., & Collins, P. (2009). Academic vocabulary and middle school English 

learners: An intervention study. Reading & Writing, 22(9), 993–1019. 

doi:10.1007/s11145-008-9141-y 

Tunmer, W. E., & Herriman, M. L. (1984). The development of metalinguistic awareness: 

a conceptual overview. In W. E. Tunmer, C. Pratt, & M. L. Herriman (Eds.), 

Metalinguistic awareness in children: Theory, research, and implications (pp. 12–

35). Berlin, Germany: Springer. 

Van Lier, L. (1998). The relationship between consciousness, interaction and language 

learning. Language Awareness, 7(2–3), 128–145. 

doi:10.1080/09658419808667105 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). In M. Cole (Ed.), Mind in society: The development of higher 

psychological processes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1986). Thought and language (Kozulin A., Ed. & Trans.). Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press. 

Wagner, R., Puranik, C., Foorman, B., Foster, E., Wilson, L., Tschinkel, E., & Kantor, P. 

(2011). Modeling the development of written language. Reading and Writing; an 

Interdisciplinary Journal, 24(2), 203–220. doi:10.1007/s11145-010-9266-7 

Wollman-Bonilla, J. E. (2000). Teaching science writing to first graders: "Genre learning 

and recontextualization". Research in the Teaching of English, 35(1), 35–65. 

Wood, C. L., Schatschneider, C., & Hart, S. (2020). Average one year change in lexical 

measures of written narratives for school age students. Reading & Writing 

Quarterly, 36(3), 260–277. doi:10.1080/10573569.2019.1635544 

https://link-springer-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/chapter/10.1007/978-3-642-69113-3_2
https://link-springer-com.ezproxy.auckland.ac.nz/chapter/10.1007/978-3-642-69113-3_2


264 

Yang, C., Zhang, L. J., & Parr, J. M. (2020). The reactivity of think-alouds in writing 

research: Quantitative and qualitative evidence from writing in English as a foreign 

language. Reading & Writing, 33(2), 451–483. doi:10.1007/s11145-019-09970-7 

 

 

 




