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Article

A recent increase in advocacy and growth for postsecond-
ary college programs for individuals with developmental 
disabilities (Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & Shaver, 
2010; Papay & Bambara, 2011; Stodden & Whelley, 2004; 
Zaft, Hart, & Zimbrich, 2004) affords individuals with dis-
abilities and their families new options for life after high 
school. Individuals with developmental disabilities repre-
sent a heterogeneous group of students who have lifelong 
mental and/or physical condition(s) that occurred before 22 
years of age (Developmental Disabilities Assistance and 
Bill of Rights Act, 2000). These students vary widely with 
regard to personal strengths and areas of need (e.g., self-
care, communication, ability to learn, mobility).

Successful postsecondary programs for individuals with 
developmental disabilities should equip students through 
strategic academic instruction. One academic skill that per-
meates the areas of employment, daily living, and communi-
cation is the ability to convey one’s thoughts through writing 
(Cobb & Alwell, 2009; Halpern, 1993; Rubin, Chan, & 
Thomas, 2003; Stuart & Smith, 2002). Written expression is 
not just an academic enterprise, it has real-world applica-
tions, including important social functions. Adult life activi-
ties such as writing notes, emailing, blogging, and texting all 
employ aspects of written expression (Penner-Williams, 
Smith, & Gartin, 2009; Woods-Groves et al., in press). If 
difficulties in written expression are not reconciled through 

strategic instruction, individuals may have difficulty com-
municating and procuring employment (Penner-Williams 
et al., 2009; Woods-Groves et al., in press).

Expressive writing is a multifaceted process that involves 
hierarchal goal setting and incorporates aspects of planning, 
creating sentences, and revising (Englert, 1992; Englert, 
Raphael, & Anderson, 1992; Hayes & Flower, 1987). 
Englert, Raphael, Fear, and Anderson (1988) asserted that 
writers must activate and apply personal knowledge of the 
writing process (e.g., planning, drafting, editing) and orga-
nizational structures (e.g., gathering and synthesizing mul-
tiple sources of information). Proficient writers use 
metacognitive skills in passage construction and commonly 
utilize strategies such as writing for the audience (Englert et 
al., 1988; Graham & Harris, 2003; Hayes & Flower, 1987; 
Wong, Wong, & Blenkinsop, 1989). Mercer, Mercer, and 
Pullen (2011) noted that the process of writing requires one 
to invoke sustained attention and concentration.

440182 RSE34310.1177/0741932512440182Woo
ds-Groves et al.Remedial and Special Education
2012© 2010 Hammill Institute on
Disabilities

1University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA, USA

Corresponding Author:
Suzanne Woods-Groves, Department of Teaching and Learning, 246 
Lindquist Center North, University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA 52242-1529. 
Email: suzanne-woods-groves@uiowa.edu

Essay-Writing Strategy for  
Students Enrolled in a Postsecondary 
Program for Individuals With  
Developmental Disabilities

Suzanne Woods-Groves1, William J.  Therrien1, Youjia Hua1, and Jo M. Hendrickson1

Abstract

This study investigated the efficacy of a writing (ANSWER) strategy to improve the essay test responses of students who 
were enrolled in a campus-based, postsecondary education program for individuals with developmental disabilities. Random 
assignment to treatment or control groups and a pre- and posttest design were employed. Students used the six-step 
ANSWER strategy to analyze essay test prompts, construct outlines, generate essay responses, and revise as needed. The 
results were evaluated using a strategy scoring rubric. The treatment group received higher scores than the control group 
in the areas of strategy use and quality of essay responses. The results support the ANSWER strategy as an effective writing 
intervention for improving students’ essay responses.
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For individuals with and without disabilities, the aspect 
of composing expository text is not easily undertaken 
(Englert et al., 2009; Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller, 2008). 
The 2007 National Assessment of Educational Progress 
provided an appraisal of eighth- and twelfth-graders’ writ-
ing skills and determined that only 33% of the participants 
fell within the proficient range (Salahu-Din et al., 2008). 
With regard to producing written passages, students with 
disabilities commonly experience difficulties developing a 
comprehensive plan, generating sentences beyond listing 
topical knowledge, and revising compositions further than 
the correction of grammatical errors (Englert et al., 1988; 
Englert et al., 2009; Graham & Harris, 2003; Harris, 
Graham, & Mason, 2003; Hayes & Flower, 1987).

Mercer et al. (2011) noted that students with learning 
problems who experience difficulty constructing written 
passages require explicit, concentrated instruction to 
become proficient writers. Students with disabilities and 
learning problems often benefit from instruction that incor-
porates significant practice, application, and generalization 
training of relevant skills and concepts (Mastropieri et al., 
2007). Learning strategies that encompass attributes such as 
structure, step-by-step sequences, and teaching to mastery 
may increase organizational skills, and improve perfor-
mance (Songlee, Miller, Tincani, Sileo, & Perkins, 2008).

Students in secondary and postsecondary settings are 
frequently required to express information through writing 
and taking tests (Schumaker & Deshler, 2009). Therrien, 
Hughes, Kapelski, and Mokhtari (2009) noted that students 
typically engage in expository writing tasks in order to ful-
fill secondary and postsecondary academic requirements. A 
common expository exercise involves the presentation of a 
written prompt and directs the student to construct an essay 
response (Therrien et al., 2009).

One learning strategy that has shown promise in improv-
ing students with disabilities’ responses to essay questions 
is the Essay Test-Taking Strategy (Hughes, Schumaker, & 
Deshler, 2005). In this six-step strategy, the ANSWER mne-
monic is used to teach students to write essay test responses 
that are organized and of high quality. The ANSWER strat-
egy consists of the following steps: (1) Analyze an essay 
prompt for action words. (2) Notice the requirements of the 
question. (3) Set up an outline. (4) Work in the details of 
the outline. (5) Engineer an answer. (6) Review the answer. 
The following evidence-based instructional components are 
threaded throughout ANSWER lessons: explicit teaching, 
modeling, think-aloud procedures, immediate feedback, 
and practice to mastery (Deshler & Schumaker, 1986; 
Gersten & Baker, 2001; Graham & Harris, 2009; Harris et 
al., 2003; Schumaker & Deshler, 2009).

Therrien et al. (2009) investigated the efficacy of the 
ANSWER strategy for seventh- and eighth-grade students 
with and without learning disabilities. The authors used a 
pre- and postexperimental design and random assignment 

of students to treatment or control groups. A comparison of 
the posttest scores revealed a significance difference in stu-
dents’ essay responses in the areas of strategy use, content, 
and organization in favor of the treatment group and yielded 
a large effect size (d = 1.69; Cohen, 1988). The results pro-
vided support for the use of the ANSWER strategy for 
students enrolled in secondary settings.

Woods-Groves et al. (in press) noted there is a paucity of 
research concerning the use of strategic instruction in writ-
ten expression for individuals with developmental disabili-
ties at the postsecondary level. Woods-Groves et al. 
investigated the ANSWER strategy for students enrolled in 
a campus-based postsecondary program for students with 
developmental disabilities. The students who participated 
in this study represented a heterogeneous group of individu-
als with a range of diagnostic labels (i.e., autism, mild intel-
lectual disability, severe learning disability, Asperger 
syndrome). A random assignment method and pre- and 
postexperimental design were employed. The students’ pre- 
and posttest essays were examined via a strategy scoring 
rubric. The authors supplemented the ANSWER strategy 
manual materials with graphic organizers, highlighters, and 
use of the visual ANSWER mnemonic as a cue. Differences 
between groups were statistically significant and a large 
effect size (d = 2.63) was found in favor of the treatment 
group for overall strategy use.

Although there was a significant difference in overall 
use of the strategy in Woods et al. (in press), there was not a 
significant difference in the overall quality of essay 
responses. The authors examined specific aspects of the 
ANSWER strategy to ascertain why this occurred. For the 
strategy-specific steps (1–4) of the ANSWER strategy (i.e., 
analyzing the essay prompt, noticing the requirements, set-
ting up an outline, and working in the details) the students 
in the treatment group significantly outperformed the con-
trol group and yielded a large effect size (d = 4.68). 
However, a significant difference was not found for the 
generalization steps (5 and 6) that included engineering an 
essay response (i.e., an introduction sentence, detail sen-
tences, summary sentence) and reviewing one’s response. 
The medium effect size (d = 0.40) indicated that a portion of 
the students in the treatment group did create essay 
responses that successfully incorporated all six steps of the 
ANSWER strategy. These students produced essays that 
were better organized and of a higher quality than students 
in the control group.

Aspects of the Woods-Groves et al. (in press) study were 
examined in an attempt to discern why students in the treat-
ment group did not uniformly apply the generalization steps 
(5 and 6) of the ANSWER strategy. There appeared to be 
two limitations of the Woods-Groves et al. study that may 
have affected the performance of the students with regard to 
how they completed the generalization steps of the strategy. 
The first limitation addressed the length of the intervention. 
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In the Woods-Groves et al. study, the ANSWER strategy 
was taught through a series of six 30-min lessons. The 
authors acknowledged that perhaps the length of the inter-
vention should be increased. By extending the instructional 
time for each lesson, students would be afforded multiple 
opportunities to practice target skills and receive feedback. 
A second limitation of the Woods-Groves et al. (in press) 
study was the lack of individual writing goals. Individual 
writing goals could be developed for each student based on 
his or her pretest essay responses. For students whose essay 
responses consisted of two or three sentences, they would 
construct a five-sentence, one-paragraph response. Students 
whose pretest responses consisted of one paragraph or more 
would be encouraged to develop essay responses of two or 
more paragraphs. The students had extremely different skill 
levels, and although all could benefit from the structure of 
the ANSWER strategy, some were capable of writing lon-
ger essays while others could only write one-paragraph 
essays. By developing individual writing goals, students 
could receive differentiated instruction targeted toward the 
construction of essay responses of a specific length.

In this current examination of the ANSWER strategy, 
limitations delineated in the Woods-Groves et al. (in press) 
study were addressed (i.e., increased instructional time, 
individual writing goals based on pretest responses) in order 
to increase the likelihood that students would successfully 
apply all six steps of the ANSWER strategy. The purpose of 
this study was to further investigate the efficacy of the 
ANSWER strategy for use as a writing intervention for stu-
dents enrolled in a postsecondary college program for indi-
viduals with developmental disabilities. The following 
research questions were posed:

1. Can students enrolled in a postsecondary college 
program for individuals with developmental dis-
abilities acquire and apply the ANSWER writ-
ing strategy when constructing their essay test 
responses?

2. Will there be a difference in how students acquire 
and apply the strategy-specific aspects (Steps 1–4) 
and the strategy generalization aspects (Steps 5 
and 6) of the ANSWER writing strategy?

Method
Participants

Originally there were 17 students included in the study. 
One individual in the treatment group was absent during 
posttesting and was not included in the analysis. Sixteen 
students—with an equal number of males and females—
who attended a 2-year campus-based postsecondary certifi-
cate program for individuals with developmental disabilities 
at a Midwest university participated in this study. Students 

who met the criteria of being diagnosed with a develop-
mental disability along with other program-specific require-
ments were admitted into the postsecondary program. 
Individuals who were enrolled in their first year of the 
program were invited to participate in the study. The stu-
dents ranged in age from 17 to 24 years with a mean of 19 
years 6 months (SD = 1.98 years). With regard to ethnicity, 
14 (88%) of the students were White and 2 (12%) were 
African American. Six (38%) individuals were from rural 
areas, five (31%) were from urban areas, and five (31%) 
were from a suburban area. With regard to disability cate-
gories, two (13%) individuals were diagnosed with autism, 
two (13%) with Asperger syndrome, one (6%) with a non-
verbal learning disorder, three (19%) with severe learning 
disabilities, seven (43%) with mild intellectual disabilities, 
and one (6%) with a traumatic brain injury. Participants’ IQ 
levels (standard scores) ranged from 54 to 107 (Mdn = 77). 
Participants’ Woodcock Johnson Achievement III (WJIII; 
Woodcock, McGrew, & Mather, 2001) Broad Reading stan-
dard scores ranged from 62 to 99 (Mdn = 81).

Material
The instructor’s manual provided directions and core mate-
rials for the ANSWER strategy implementation. Lessons 
were undergirded with graphic organizers, advance orga-
nizers, and highlighters. For each lesson, students were 
provided with a graphic organizer and a copy of the 
ANSWER mnemonic that was attached to their student 
folders. In addition, each student received a highlighter and 
was directed to highlight aspects of the lesson that he or she 
felt was important. A folder was given to each student, 
which included his or her progress graph, completed prac-
tice exercises, and materials for the lesson for the day. 
These procedures closely resembled those used in the 
Woods-Groves et al. (in press) study. See Figure 1 for an 
example of a graphic organizer used in the study.

The pre- and posttest essay prompts from Therrien et al. 
(2009) and Woods-Groves et al. (in press) were used in this 
study. Therrien and colleagues (2009) noted that the prompts 
were created to mirror essay questions commonly found in 
statewide assessments and to provide an assessment of writ-
ing ability and critical thinking skills. The pre- and posttest 
prompts are provided in Table 1.

Design and Procedures
Design. A two-level (treatment or control), single-factor, 
pre- and postexperimental design was used to examine the 
effect of the intervention on students’ essay responses. To 
assign students, we first rank-ordered them based on their 
WJIII Broad Reading standard scores. Then we paired each 
participant to the next closest standard score. Subsequently, 
we used a coin flip to place one of the participant pairs into 
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the treatment group (n = 8) and the other into the control 
group (n = 8). To control for the difficulty across the two 
essay prompts, we counterbalanced the prompts across the 
pre- and posttest for the treatment and control groups.

Intervention. The ANSWER strategy (Hughes et al., 2005) 
was designed to teach students how to respond to essay test 
questions. Students were taught the following steps of the 

ANSWER strategy, the steps were also used in Therrien et 
al. (2009) and Woods-Groves et al. (in press).

1. Analyze the action words in the essay prompt. 
Students read the essay prompt and identify the 
action words by underlining them once.

2. Notice the requirements of the essay prompt. Stu-
dents examine the essay prompt and underline 
key requirements twice. Students also change the 
essay question into their own words.

3. Set up an outline. Students create an outline that 
includes their main ideas.

4. Work in details. Students incorporate information 
using their key action words and requirements 
from the essay prompt to add important details to 
their outline.

5. Engineer your answer. Students construct an essay 
response that includes an introductory sentence, 
detailed sentences about each of the main ideas 
in their outline, and a conclusion, or summary 
sentence(s).

6. Review your answer. Students revise and edit 
their essay response.

The instructor implemented the ANSWER strategy 
through a series of six lessons. The lessons were aligned 
with the procedures outlined in the instructor’s manual 
and included the use of explicit instruction, modeling, 
thinking out loud procedures, immediate feedback, and 
daily probes for mastery. Supplemental materials were 
incorporated into the daily lessons, which included the 
use of graphic organizers, highlighters, and the visual 
ANSWER mnemonic.

The daily lessons included the following activities. In 
Lesson 1, the students were presented with a brief over-
view of the ANSWER mnemonic. The utility of the strat-
egy was discussed and the students committed to learning 
the strategy. In Lesson 2, the students were taught the first 
two steps of the ANSWER strategy. They were instructed 
to analyze an essay prompt by underlining the action 
words (e.g., describe, justify, defend) once. They were 
also directed to notice the essay prompt requirements (e.g., 
four reasons, two examples, three ways) by underlining 
them twice.

Lesson 3 involved setting up an outline and working 
in the details, which required the students to list their main 
ideas and any pertinent details they wanted to discuss in 
their essay responses. In Lesson 4, the students engineered 
their answer by writing an essay response that included an 
introductory sentence or paragraph, a sentence or paragraph 
for each detail included in their outline, and a summary sen-
tence or paragraph. The students were also instructed to 
review their essay response. Lesson 5 involved a verbal 
rehearsal of the ANSWER strategy components. In Lesson 
6, the students practiced all six steps of the strategy.

STEP 1    We ANALYZED the key ac�on words. We underlined them _____ �me.

STEP 2    NOTICE the requirements.

How?  We underlined the requirements ________ �mes.

STEP 3    SET up the outline (use the requirements we underlined 2 �mes).

A._________________(main idea)

STEP 4    Work in the details…indent…..and then we number (use the ac�on words 

we underlined 1)

Read the essay ques�on and construct your outline on your own paper. 

Example:

A. _____________

1._________

2. ________

3._________

STEP 5    Engineer your answer. Write a topic sentence or paragraph about what 

you are going to write. Write a sentence or paragraph for each detail. Write a 

conclusion or summary sentence or paragraph.

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________

STEP 6   Review  your answer.

Figure 1. ANSWER Sample Graphic Organizer adapted from 
Woods-Groves et al. (in press).

Table 1. Essay Pre- and Posttest Prompts.

Prompt A Inventions are all around us. Think of an 
invention that has been especially helpful 
or harmful to people. Write an essay that 
gives at least 3 reasons why the invention 
was helpful or harmful.a

Prompt B Your school newspaper is printing a series of 
articles about heroes and heroines. Write 
about someone who is a hero or heroine 
to you. That person may be someone you 
know, someone you have read about, a 
celebrity, or a historical figure. Explain 
at least 3 reasons why you believe this 
person is someone to admire.a

Note. Prompts were originally used in Therrien et al. (2009) and Woods-
Groves et al. (in press).
aPrompts were counter balanced. Students were randomly assigned 
prompts for the pretest (A or B). The students were then assigned the 
alternative prompt for their posttest.
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Examples of essay prompts employed for Lessons 3 
through 6 included the following: (a) Describe the inside of 
the eye. Be sure to include all five major parts in your 
description (Hughes et al., 2005). (b) Computers are a part 
of everyday life. Identify three reasons why computers are 
important in the classroom. (c) Recycling has become very 
popular. The university is encouraging students to recycle. 
Describe four ways students can recycle. A prompt was pre-
sented for each lesson. For each instructional period, the 
instructor and students completed respective steps for 
Lessons 3 through 6 for one prompt together. Main ideas 
were generated by the group during this instruction. The 
students were then given a prompt and completed the 
respective steps for each lesson independently, which 
included generating their own main idea(s) and details.

Individualized writing goals were created for each stu-
dent in the treatment group based on their pretest essay 
responses. Students who constructed pretest responses con-
sisting of two or three sentences were encouraged to write 
one-paragraph responses consisting of at least five sen-
tences, whereas students with pretest responses consisting 
of one or more paragraphs were encouraged to write essay 
responses consisting of two or more paragraphs.

Treatment group intervention. The intervention was con-
ducted in six lessons, with two sessions occurring each 
week for three weeks. Each session was 50 min in duration. 
The instructional time was controlled between the treatment 
and control groups. The students in the treatment group 
received the intervention instruction in place of their regu-
larly scheduled reading and writing class. Instruction was 
provided in a group setting. The instructor had a master’s 
degree in special education, had previously been a special 
educator for 5 years, and currently held a teaching certifi-
cate. The second author provided the instructor with addi-
tional supplemental training and the instructional manual 
was reviewed.

Control group intervention. During the ANSWER interven-
tion, students in the control group participated in their regu-
larly scheduled reading and writing class. Their instructional 
time was 50 min in duration and occurred twice a week, 
every other day. The writing instruction component of the 
class consisted of students participating in various writing 
exercises. Writing assignments included constructing busi-
ness letters, drawing web diagrams to create outlines for 
writing tasks, and writing expository essays that described 
various topics (e.g., summaries of reading assignments, 
autobiographies).

Dependent variables. A strategy scoring rubric (Therrien et 
al., 2009; Woods-Groves et al., in press) was used to evalu-
ate the students’ pre- and posttest essays. The rubric yielded 
a total score ranging from 0 to 6 points and was used to 
evaluate whether or not the students implemented any or all 
of the six steps of the strategy. The strategy scoring rubric 

provided two additional scores. The “strategy specific com-
ponent” score for ANSWER steps 1 to 4 was used to 
appraise the students’ ability to use the planning and goal 
setting part of the strategy. Possible points ranged from 0 to 
4 points. The “essay general component” score for steps 5 
and 6 was used as a generalization measure to evaluate if 
essay responses contained an introduction, sentences with 
topic specific details, and a summary or conclusion. Possi-
ble points ranged from 0 to 2. The strategy scoring rubric is 
provided in Figure 2.

Data collection. The pre- and posttest essays were adminis-
tered 1 week prior to program implementation and 1 week 
after program completion, respectively. Two graduate stu-
dents in the College of Education who had extensive experi-
ence administering and evaluating assessments evaluated 
the essays. The first and second authors introduced the rat-
ers to the components of the strategy rubric and observed as 
the raters practiced evaluating examples of essay answers 
using the rubric. The student raters did not have knowledge 
of the ANSWER study. In addition, they did not know 
which essays were completed by the treatment or control 
group or which essays were pre- or posttest responses.

Data Analysis
Before proceeding with the data analysis, all variables were 
screened for possible missing values and outliers. No 

Strategy Specific Components

Step 1: Analyze the Ac�on Words (1 each)
⇒ Were the key ac�on word(s) underlined once? 
_____ /1

Step 2: No�ce the Requirements (1 each)
⇒ Were the requirements underlined twice? 
_____ / 1

Step 3: Set Up an Outline (.5 each)
⇒ Was an outline constructed? 
⇒ Did the main points/ideas in the outline match the requirements in the 

ques�on? 
_____ / 1

Step 4: Work in Details (1 each)
⇒ Were relevant details listed under the main points in the outline? 
⇒ _____ / 1

Essay General Components

Step 5: Engineer Your Answer (.2 each)
⇒ Was there an Introductory Sentence or Paragraph ?
⇒ Did the Introductory Sentence or Paragraph contain a rephrase of the 

ques�on?
⇒ Was there a sentence for each requirement in the ques�on? 
⇒ Did all sentences pertain to the topic?
⇒ Was there a concluding sentence (summary)?
_____ / 1

Step 6: Review Your Answer (.5 each)
⇒ Were all outlined items included?
⇒ Was the ques�on adequately answered?
_____ / 1

TOTAL SCORE     Points Earned = _____ =          %                              
Total Points 6

Figure 2. Strategy Scoring Rubric adapted from Therrien et al. 
(2009) and Woods-Groves et al. (in press).
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missing values were found. The data were analyzed using 
SPSS 11.0 (2002). A series of analyses of variance 
(ANOVAs) and analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs) were 
conducted to examine differences among the treatment and 
control groups’ pre- and posttest essays using the strategy 
scoring rubric. Differences between the two groups’ total 
word count for pre- and posttest responses were also com-
pared.

Results
Treatment Integrity and Interrater Reliability

The second and third authors conducted fidelity data collec-
tion. The raters observed the instructor teaching each lesson 
and checked off lesson steps that were completed or not 
completed. Treatment integrity checklists containing the 
essential instructional components for each lesson were 
completed for all sessions. An overall integrity percentage 
of 99% was obtained with a range per observation between 
97% and 100%. Final strategy scoring rubric scores were 
calculated by averaging the two rater scores. Correlations 
between rater scores were calculated for all measures and 
averaged r = .951.

Strategy Scoring Rubric
Before implementing the intervention, students were 
administered a pretest. There were no significant differ-
ences on pretest scores between control (M = 1.20, SD = 
0.22) and treatment (M = 1.19, SD = 0.26) groups for the 
overall strategy scoring rubric, F(1, 15) = 0.003, p = .959, 
d = 0.03. When the strategy-specific rubric pretest scores 
were examined, none of the students in the treatment or 
control group applied aspects of the strategy. For the rubric 
essay general component pretest scores, there was no sig-
nificant difference between control (M = 1.20, SD = 0.22) 
and treatment (M = 1.19, SD = 0.26) groups, F(1, 15) = 
0.003, p = .959, d = 0.03.

The overall strategy scoring rubric posttest scores for the 
treatment and control groups were compared. ANCOVA 
results using pretest scores as the covariate were significant 
in favor of the treatment group and yielded a large effect 
size (d =1.90). To investigate what might account for the 
difference in the posttest, the strategy scoring rubric was 
broken down into two parts. The strategy-specific compo-
nents (Steps 1–4) and the essay general components (Steps 
5 and 6) of the rubric were examined. The students in the 
treatment group significantly outperformed those in the 
control group for the strategy-specific components and for 
the essay general components, yielding large effect sizes (d) 
of 1.85 and 1.12, respectively. Students’ posttest scores are 
summarized in Table 2.

The total word count for the pretest essays was com-
pared for the treatment (M = 95.50, SD = 44.71) and control 
(M = 104.88, SD = 48.14) groups. No significant difference 
was found, F(1, 15) = 0.163, p = .693, d = 0.202. In addi-
tion, an ANCOVA was employed with the pretest as a 
covariate to examine the total word count for the posttest 
essays for the treatment (M = 116, SD = 68.27) and control 
(M = 92.50, SD = 19.68) groups. The results were not sig-
nificant, F(1, 14) = 1.583, p = .230. However, a medium 
effect size was revealed, d = .468 (Cohen, 1988).

No significant difference was found between the treat-
ment and control groups with regard to word count. However, 
the pre- and posttests for the students in the treatment group 
yielded an average word count gain of 20.50 points, whereas 
the control group’s pre- and posttests revealed an average 
word count decrease of 12.38 points. Examples of posttest 
essay prompt responses of students who were taught the 
ANSWER strategy are depicted in the Appendix.

Discussion
To date, three studies have supported the efficacy of the 
ANSWER strategy (Hughes et al., 2005) for use with indi-
viduals with disabilities. Therrien et al. (2009) demon-
strated the effectiveness of the ANSWER strategy in 
significantly improving the essay responses of seventh- and 
eighth-grade students with learning disabilities in the areas 
of strategy use, content, and organization. Woods-Groves 
and colleagues (in press) successfully used the ANSWER 
strategy with postsecondary students with developmental 
disabilities and improved their essay prompt responses with 
regard to strategy use. This study further explored the use 
of the ANSWER strategy to determine if postsecondary 
students with developmental disabilities could acquire and 
apply the strategy when they constructed their expository 
essays, as well as whether differences would be found in 
the application of strategy-specific aspects and the general-
ization aspects. Our results indicated that students in the 
treatment group acquired and applied the overall ANSWER 
strategy and significantly outperformed the control group. 
When aspects of the ANSWER strategy were examined, a 
significant difference was found for the application of the 
ANSWER strategy components and general essay compo-
nents in favor of the treatment group.

Although a significant difference was found in favor of 
the treatment group when compared to the control group for 
strategy use and the generalization component, it is impera-
tive to also evaluate the practical significance of the inter-
vention. Posttest responses for the treatment group were 
examined to determine which strategy-specific steps (1–4) 
were employed by the eight students who were taught the 
ANSWER intervention. Three students applied all four 
strategy-specific steps (i.e., analyze the action words, notice 
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the requirements, set up an outline, work in the details). 
Two students used no strategy steps. Three students used 
Steps 3 and 4 (i.e., set up an outline, work in the details), 
with one of the students successfully setting up an outline 
but not including details that matched his or her main idea. 
Thus, the majority of students in the treatment group suc-
cessfully set up an outline and worked in the details.

The treatment group’s posttest essay responses were fur-
ther examined to determine how many students applied the 
generalization components steps. Step 5 (i.e., engineer your 
answer) required students to include an introductory sen-
tence or paragraph that rephrased the essay question, to 
include a sentence for each requirement in the question that 
pertained to the topic, and to include a summary sentence. 
Seven students had introductory sentences that rephrased 
the essay prompt question and included topical sentence(s). 
Four students included a summary/conclusion sentence or 

paragraph in their response. Step 6 required students to 
review their answer. Six students included all of their out-
lined items (i.e., main ideas and details) in their essay 
responses and adequately answered the essay question.

In this study, we increased the ANSWER strategy instruc-
tional time and incorporated individual writing goals based 
on the recommendations of Woods-Groves et al. (in press). 
We anticipated these accommodations would increase the 
likelihood that students would successfully apply all six steps 
of the ANSWER strategy. We extended the length of the 
ANSWER strategy instruction from 30- to 50-min lessons, 
increasing total instructional time from 3 to 6 hr. Overall, we 
found that students who were taught the ANSWER strategy 
successfully completed more of the strategy steps than the 
students in the Woods-Groves et al. study.

With regard to the inclusion of individual writing goals, 
seven students maintained or increased the number of 

Table 2. Posttest Scores for Strategy Scoring Rubric Components.

Overall strategy  
scoring rubric

Rubric sections aligned with  
strategy specific components 1–4

Rubric sections aligned with essay 
general components 5 and 6

Treatment group 3.69a (1.83) 2.13a (1.62) 1.57a (0.39)
Control group 1.22a (0.21) 0.0000a 1.22a (0.21)
Effect size (Cohen’s d) 1.90 1.85 1.12
ANCOVA comparison F(1, 14) = 14.61 p =.002 F(1, 14) = 13.76 p = .002 F(1, 14) = 7.12 p = .019

Individual posttest rubric scores

Strategy-specific  
steps 1 – 4b Total b

Essay general 
component steps

5 – 6b Totalb Total b
Essay prompt  
word count

Group 1 2 3 4 1–4 5 6 5, 6 1–6 Pre/Post Dif

Treatment  
1 Student 1.00 1.00 .50 1.00 3.50 .60 .50 1.10 4.60 81/95 14
2 Student 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 4.00 1.00 1.00 2.00 6.00 94/169 75
3 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .70 .50 1.20 1.20 34/43 9
4 Student .00 .00 1.00 1.00 2.00 .90 1.00 1.90 3.90 140/156 16
5 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .80 .50 1.30 1.30 36/48 12
6 Student 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 4.00 .80 1.00 1.80 5.80 128/186 60
7 Student .00 .00 1.00 .50 1.50 .50 .75 1.25 2.75 98/35 –63
8 Student .00 .00 1.00 1.00 2.00 1.00 1.00 2.00 4.00 155/193 38

Control  
1 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .80 .25 1.05 1.05 167/121 –46
2 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .70 .25 .95 .95 56/99 43
3 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .80 .50 1.30 1.30 189/60 –129
4 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .70 .25 .95 .95 64/87 23
5 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .90 .50 1.40 1.40 80/81 1
6 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .80 .50 1.30 1.30 84/105 21
7 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .80 .50 1.30 1.30 92/78 –14
8 Student .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 1.00 .50 1.50 1.50 107/109 2

Note. Strategy specific steps: 1 = Analyze action words, 2 = Notice the requirements, 3 = Set up an outline, 4 = Work in details. For Essay general com-
ponent steps: 5 = Engineer your answer and 6 = Review your answer. Pre/Post = pre- and posttest essay word counts; Dif = difference (pretest word 
counts are subtracted from posttest word counts). Bold font indicates total scores.
aDenotes mean values. Standard deviations are provided in parentheses. bValues represent the average of the raters’ scores.
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paragraphs they produced when their pre- and posttest essay 
responses were compared. Four students were asked to 
write essay responses that consisted of two or more para-
graphs. Three of the students successfully produced posttest 
responses consisting of two or more paragraphs. The 
remaining students were asked to produce essay responses 
consisting of at least one paragraph. This contrasts with the 
Woods-Groves et al. (in press) study in which students were 
not given individual writing goals based on their pretest 
essay responses. Subsequently, all of the students in this 
prior study produced posttest essay responses that consisted 
of only one-paragraph responses.

Limitations and Future Research
There were several limitations to this study that should be 
addressed by future researchers. First, because of time con-
straints, we were not able to determine if the students who 
were taught the ANSWER strategy maintained their skills 
over an extended period of time. Future studies should 
investigate whether students used the ANSWER strategy 
across time. Another limitation relates to the context of the 
intervention. In this study, the students were taught the 
ANSWER strategy in a campus-based, postsecondary col-
lege setting. Instruction was delivered by a former special 
education teacher within a small-group setting consisting 
of eight students with developmental disabilities. 
Postsecondary programs for students with developmental 
disabilities are offered in a myriad of instructional settings 
that range from community college settings, 4-year univer-
sities, and extensions of K–12 programs. Instruction may 
be delivered by a college professor, peer tutor, or employee 
of the postsecondary program. Further investigation is 
needed to ensure that results from the current study can be 
replicated within these diverse settings. In addition, future 
studies could also employ a holistic rubric as a dependent 
measure to evaluate the effect of the ANSWER strategy 
concerning aspects of written expression, such as examin-
ing the number of main ideas and details generated by stu-
dents and providing an appraisal of voice, word choice, 
sentence fluency, and conventions not specifically targeted 
by the ANSWER strategy.

Implications for Practice
This study further investigated the efficacy of the ANSWER 
strategy with postsecondary students enrolled in a college-
based program for individuals with developmental disabili-
ties. As with many students with developmental disabilities, 
the students in this current investigation represented a widely 
diverse group with regard to their disability diagnoses. The 
commonality among the students was the fact that they 
were all enrolled in a particular postsecondary college-based 

program. When the students’ performances within the treat-
ment and control groups were examined, no particular pat-
tern emerged with regard to individuals’ diagnoses, or 
previous performance on intellectual or achievement mea-
sures. All of the pretest essay responses for the treatment 
and control groups exhibited patterns of performance com-
mon for individuals with disabilities for whom the con-
struction of expository text is difficult. Their responses 
included the following aspects: (a) lack of planning (e.g., 
goal setting, outline construction), (b) the construction of 
short responses that employ listing or knowledge telling, 
and (c) passages that ended abruptly with no conclusion or 
summary sentence (Englert et al., 1988; Gersten & Baker, 
2001; Graham & Harris, 2003). The ANSWER strategy can 
be used to address each of these critical components of 
written expression.

The ANSWER strategy embodied evidence-based core 
components of explicit instruction and employed modeling, 
think-aloud procedures, immediate feedback, and teaching 
to mastery (Gersten & Baker, 2001; Graham & Harris, 
2009; Schumaker & Deshler, 2009). Students with disabili-
ties who experience difficulty in the area of written expres-
sion have been shown to benefit from intensive explicit 
instructional techniques (Mastropieri et al., 2007; Mercer et 
al., 2011). The results of this investigation supported the use 
of the ANSWER strategy for improving essay test responses 
for individuals with developmental disabilities who were 
enrolled in a postsecondary college-based program. The 
students who were taught the ANSWER strategy employed 
several of the strategy steps and several produced essay 
responses that contained an introduction, topical sentences, 
and a conclusion. The results were encouraging. The first 
investigation of this strategy revealed that college-age stu-
dents with developmental disabilities were able to learn the 
ANSWER strategy-specific steps. This current investiga-
tion incorporated longer instructional sessions and individ-
ual writing goals and revealed that the majority of the 
students with developmental disabilities were able to apply 
aspects of the strategy-specific and general components of 
the ANSWER strategy. The students also maintained or 
increased the number of paragraphs they included in their 
essay responses.

It is imperative that individuals with developmental dis-
abilities who are enrolled in postsecondary programs 
receive evidence-based instruction designed to empower 
them to succeed in academic areas such as written expres-
sion. Macarthur and Philippakos (2010) asserted that writ-
ing is an essential skill that is not only culturally valued but 
equally important in achieving success in “one’s school 
(i.e., as a means demonstrating content knowledge), work 
(i.e., many occupations require writing skills) and personal 
life (i.e., communicating socially with others)” (p. 438). 
There is a dearth of information concerning evidence-based 
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practices, which target academic instruction for individuals 
enrolled in postsecondary programs for students with devel-
opmental disabilities (Bouck & Flanagan, 2010; Woods-
Groves et al., in press). Two separate investigations have 
supported the potential value of the ANSWER strategy for 
improving the essay test responses of individuals with 
developmental disabilities. We hope these findings will 
stimulate future investigations designed to examine the effi-
cacy of explicit instructional approaches within the area of 
written expression for individuals with developmental dis-
abilities in postsecondary settings.

Appendix

(Student A) Who Received ANSWER 
Intervention Instruction: Posttest Response

Words in parenthesis were corrected for misspellings.

Posttest essay prompt. Your school newspaper is printing 
a series of articles about heroes and heroines. Write about 
someone who is a hero or heroine to you. That person 
may be someone you know, someone you have read 
about, a celebrity, or a historical figure. Explain at least 
three reasons why you believe this person is someone to 
admire.

Outline. A hero to me is Chuck Norris.

* Humble beginnings.
 - Suffered Great Depression of the 30s.
 - Had no money.
 - Managed to graduate from college.
* Rise to fame.
 - Became martial arts black belt.
 - Starred in cheap action movies.
 - Had a highly successful TV series: Walker, Texas  

 Ranger.
 - Guest appearance on WWF programming.
 - Has many “facts” about him.
* Religious faith.
 - He’s a Christian.
 - Thanks God for all his fortune.

Posttest essay response. There aren’t many celebrities who 
can be considered role models. But there was one man who 
rose to greatness from the lowest of low classes. His name 
is Chuck Norris.

Chuck was born during the Great Depression of the 
1930s. His family struggled to make any money. Despite 
the troubles, Chuck received an education and eventually 
was a college graduate.

Chuck Norris’ fortune took a turn for the better when he 
mastered martial arts and got the black belt. He got (discov-
ered) competing in tournaments and soon began a movie 
career, starring in martial arts B-movies. He is famous 
despite this.

However, his fame grew when he came to TV. During 
the 90’s, Norris was the title character in Walker, Texas 
Ranger. Soon after the show ended, “Facts” of Chuck 
Norris began to come up. Even Norris, himself, was 
humored by them. This led to a Mt. Dew commercial as 
well as a guest appearance on World Wrestling Federation 
programming.

For his well-lived life, Chuck has to God. His Christian 
faith (led) him to write an autobiography in 2009. In short, 
he’s a Christian man famous for his skills in fighting despite 
humble origins.

(Student B) Who Received ANSWER 
Intervention Instruction: Posttest Response
Words in parenthesis were corrected for misspellings. 

Posttest essay prompt. Inventions are all around us.Think of 
an invention that has been especially helpful or harmful

to people. Write an essay that gives at least 3 reasons 
why the invention was helpful or

harmful.

Outline
A. Cars

1. help to travel to place somewhere different
 Travelers
2. harmful to the sky
 (Car exhaust)
3. helps some people get cash.
 Dealers

Posttest essay response. One of many inventions is a car. I’m 
going tell you how the car is harmful and help like it helps 
you go to places, helps people get rich and it pollutes the air.

You can driver car to far and near place that you don’t 
(want) to walk to but it is making people out of shape. If 
you drive around you also will have refill it by buying gas.

The car pollutes the sky by car (exhaust). When you use 
it so it is (has) (done) a lot of (damage) when so many drive 
them. Some people believe that we will (lose) (our) planets 
eco system.

The car (gives) a lot of money to the people that (build) 
them and sale them. They will still get money because peo-
ple will still need them. So I have told you how the inven-
tion of the car has (brought) many harmful and helpful 
(which) is so you can travel, destroy the eco system, and 
how it (gives) a lot of money to people.
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