
From scribbles to paragraphs: Implementing the Developmental Writing 

Scale for students with complex learning needs

Matthew Small

William Dean Public School
Amy Huggett

Wentworth Point Public School



Acknowledgement of Country

We acknowledge that we are meeting with you today from the 

lands of the Gadigal people. We also acknowledge the Ongoing 

Custodians of the various lands on which you all work and pay 

respect to Elders past and present and extend that respect to 

other Aboriginal people joining us today.



● 3 x SU classes, across K-6

● Wide range of writing abilities within each class

● Writing was challenging to program as it was not always clear where 

students were achieving.

● Typical assessment tasks showed that students were not making 

progress in writing.

● As a team we researched additional assessment tools that would 

provide a clearer and more consistent picture of where students 

were in their writing ability.

Background



Assessment Challenges

● Using stage-based rubrics was difficult to assess students 

growth.

● Rubrics did not show the small areas of growth we knew 

students were making.

● Needed clarity around how to move students forward, 

when progress was often slow.



The Developmental Writing Scale (DWS)

● Developed by Sturm, Cali, Nelson and Staskowski in 2012

● Tool to assess and monitor writing growth for beginning writers

● Suitable for students with disabilities at all ages

● Uses a 14-point ordinal scale that defines qualitative advances in

levels of writing

● Levels of a learning progression for beginning writing from
scribbling to cohesive (linguistically connected)
and coherent (on an identifiable topic) paragraph-level writing.

Sturm, J. M., Cali, K., Nelson, N. W., Staskowski, M. (2012). The Developmental Writing Scale: A new progress monitoring tool for beginning writers. Topics in Language Disorders, 32(4), 

297-318. https://doi.org.10.1097/TLD.0B013E318272159E
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Implementing the 

DWS

● Each term students complete an unassisted writing 

assessment

● Staff come together to moderate work samples

● Student growth is tracked and displayed on a bump 

it up wall

● Learning goals are formed and shared with students

● Influences groupings during writing lessons to 

provide targeted staff support



Scoring and Moderation
● In general, the score assigned to the sample is the

one that best fits the description at a particular level.

● If there is a debate between two levels,

assign the lower level being considered.

● The score should focus on the nature of the student’s writing

(or prewriting) and not the spatial placement of text on a page (e.g., paragraph spacing, 

indentation, or margins). The concepts of word, sentence, and paragraph represented in this 

scale are meant to be

primarily linguistic in nature. Look beyond technical accuracy

when assigning scores.



Continued
● If a student produces one large paragraph, examination may reveal that three cohesive and 

coherent subsections are present and a Level 14 is the best score;

● Another student might have a true word (e.g., the) embedded within random letters. This student 

would be assigned a Level 5. If the same word is repeated in a list format (e.g., dog, dog, dog) the 

student also would be assigned a Level 5.

● Student names at the top of the page (denoting who wrote it) are not counted; however, student 

names in the body of the text are scored on the scale.

● Consider their judgement of word intelligibility

● Scoring should be based on the messages that can be gleaned by a remote audience assessing the 

writing only, and not oral or gestural communication.



Sample 1- Sakchyam

Scan me to 
access the 
samples



Sample 1- Sakchyam
Level 6

Wrote 2-3 
recognisable words: 

‘Sakchyam’ and 
‘bingo.’

Not all words 
are related

WTN: Write three or 
more words on a 

topic.



Sample 2- Jasper

Scan me to 
access the 
samples



Sample 2- Jasper
Level 2

circular or wavy 
lines arranged 

linearly across the 
pageLetter like forms, 

can see a clear 
‘w’

most shapes not 
recognisable as letters

WTN: Say a sentence 
and write my ideas 

using letters



Sample 3- Shivam

Scan me to 
access the 
samples



Sample 3- Shivam

Level 14

WTN: Write shorter 
sentences. Spend 

time reviewing and 
editing.

3 coherent 
paragraphs

sentences are 
cohesive

elaborates on some 
key points



Sample 4- Adham

Scan me to 
access the 
samples



Sample 4- Adham
Level 8

partial sentences 
only

‘the gate open’
‘up to the clock’

WTN: 1-2 complete 
sentences.



How have we used the data?

Development and use 
of Bump it Up Wall

Objective 03

Organised students into 
writing groups based on 

their DWS level.

Provide students with 
writing goals using self-
assessment checklist.

Use information for school 
reporting, handover 

documents and annual 
student reviews.



Questions?



Contact Us

Feel free to contact us via email:
matthew.small21@det.nsw.edu.au

amy.huggett1@det.nsw.edu.au

Links to today’s resources including a copy of the presentation 
and DWS article can be found here.

mailto:matthew.small21@det.nsw.edu.au
mailto:amy.huggett1@det.nsw.edu.au
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