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Overview How to Use This Book

The first seven sections (pp. 11-58) of this resource support 
a teacher in launching or starting a writer’s workshop. They 
include numerous procedural lessons and writer strategies 
that are essential for establishing classroom management 
and building writer independence.

Depending on the grade level, this “launch” lasts four to six 
weeks.

Every grade level will not find all of the lessons within 
the first seven sections necessary or timely. Some of the 
lessons may be more appropriate later in the school year. 

Some lessons are lower and slower and are a better fit for 
kinder writers. Others are a little more advanced and there-
fore better for second graders. The left-hand columns 
on pp. 5-7 suggest beginning-of-the-year lessons most 
appropriate per grade range. However, these are only 
suggestions. Skim them all and select those most relevant 
for the writers’ needs. 

There is a planning calendar on pp. 8-9 to build a sched-
ule of “launch” mini-lessons and writing-time tasks from 
Sections 1-7.  (A PDF and editable Word version of this 
planning calendar are available via the online resource.)

PART 1: The First Weeks

Sections 8-13 (pp. 59-127) include 
more than 70 detailed writing lessons 
and are organized by the develop-
mental writing stages. 

However, these lessons should not 
be taught in the sequence they are 
presented in this book.  Rather, spiral 
through them based on writer needs 
and the unit focus. Each section  
divider identifies the lessons with a  
P. I. E. distinction. 

Lessons to PERSUADE readers 
in opinion, review, or persuasive 
writing. 

Lessons to INFORM readers 
in explanatory pieces, reports, 
compare-contrasts, how-to, etc. 

Lessons to ENTERTAIN readers 
in personal narratives and in 
written responses to reading. 

Use the P. I. E. categories to help 
discern which lessons to target during 
different writing units/topics. 

Again, all the lessons in Part 2 are 
not applicable to every grade level. 
The right-hand columns of pp. 5-7 
suggest priority lessons per unit. This 
is a general pacing guide and skill 
progression. Again, it’s just a sugges-
tion; look at it as a starting point and 
customize as needed. 

Remember, these priority skills are just 
a sampling of the lessons within all of 
Part 2. Some teachers may choose to 
add more mini-lessons or omit par-
ticular ones based on writer needs. 

P

I

E

PART 2: The Rest of the Year

This icon, next to reduced images throughout the entire book, indicates 
the resources available @ www.smekenseducation.com/Launch-K-2.html.

There, teachers can download the full-sized lesson resources, writing 
samples, handout templates, Smart Board documents, PowerPoint  
presentations, Word templates, and more. 

Although this resource is titled Launching the Writer’s Workshop, it’s really instructional lessons to teach 
writers all year long. The book is split into two parts— Part 1 is the “launch” to be executed during the 
first weeks of the school year, and then Part 2 provides lessons to teach writing the rest of the year. 
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MONTH 1
Writing Topics 

Share stories & information  
Write about what you know 
Generate ABC Chart topics 
Identify visual writing topics 
Send a Writing Topics Chart home
Write for different purposes  

 
Setting Expectations

Define a writer 
Meet for daily instruction
Define the purpose of the “workshop” 
Outline sharing time/Author’s Chair
Review the 3 parts of a writer’s workshop
Support writers when they need help
Hold teacher-writer meetings 

Creating Notebooks
Introduce the writer’s notebook

Motivating Writers
Establish a “Done” List  

Developing Spelling
The majority of kindergartners do not start the school 
year with an understanding of phonics. Consequently, 
forgo spelling procedures for now. (However, for those 
who are ready, see the Grade 1 suggestions on p. 6.)

Introducing the Traits
Define each trait visually & verbally
Create trait characters

 
Building Rubrics

Build a simple writing rubric—  
Parts 1 & 2

p. 12
p. 13
p. 15
p. 15
p. 17
pp. 18-19

p. 22
p. 22
p. 23
p. 24
p. 24
p. 25
p. 26

pp. 30-32

p. 34

PART 1: The First Weeks PART 2: The Rest of the Year

Kindergarten

pp. 54-55

p. 48
p. 51

Draw self-portraits and simple pictures 
with basic colors.

Introduce word labels. Then return to  
previous drawings to add simple labels.

Draw and label pictures accurately with 
size and shape details.

Draw and label pictures with setting,  
feeling, and close-up details.

Introduce the characteristics of lists.  
Create simple lists.

Draw three-part stories. Add adjective-
noun labels.

Generate numerous lists of “favorites” in 
order to practice letter formation, sound-
stretch spelling, and expand vocabulary.

Generate all-class opinions by stretching 
word-labels into complete thoughts.

Generate detailed and descriptive lists  
on nonfiction topics. 

Stretch words into simple opinions that 
start with a capital letter.

Return to previously drawn three-part 
stories (p. 67). Organize details onto  
Storyboards to generate simple stories.

List many facts and details and then  
organize them to serve as pre-writes. 
Stretch words into sentences. 

Write multi-sentence directions. After  
the first draft, apply simple self-edits.

Write opinions followed by multiple  
reasons, applying capital letters and  
end marks to all sentences.

Write detailed stories with a beginning, 
middle, and end. After the first draft,  
apply focused edits.

pp. 61, 60

pp. 124, 99,  
97, 110

pp. 80, 84, 
86, 116, 85

pp. 96,  
124, 99

p. 91

pp. 80, 
89-90, 98

pp.123, 111 
100, 105

pp.124-125, 
101

pp.121, 114, 
111, 122, 101

pp. 78-81

pp. 63-65, 74

pp. 70-72

pp. 62, 73, 63

pp. 96, 81-82

pp. 67, 66, 
74-75

MONTH 2

MONTH 3

MONTHS 4-5

MONTH 6

MONTH 7

MONTHS 8-10
I

P

E

I

P

E

I

P

E

I

P

I

I

I

P

The list to the right represents a general pacing 
guide of skills to teach kindergartners as they move 
through the developmental stages of writing. 

These skills are organized into suggested units:

Persuasive topics and formats

Informative topics and formats

Entertaining narratives and stories

Take note that these are not all of the skills and les-
sons available within Part 2. This is simply a list of 
some major milestones for the typical kindergarten 
writer, according to the authors of this book. 

I
P

E
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I
P

E

Grade 1
PART 2: The Rest of the Year

MONTH 1 
Writing Topics 

Write about what you know 
Generate ABC Chart topics 
Identify visual writing topics 
Create a memories picture collage
Springboard off other texts
Send a Writing Topics Chart home
Write for different purposes  

 
Setting Expectations

Meet for daily instruction
Define the purpose of the “workshop”
Outline sharing time/Author’s Chair
Review the 3 parts of a writer’s workshop
Support writers when they need help
Hold teacher-writer meetings 

Creating Notebooks
Introduce the writer’s notebook

Motivating Writers
Establish a “Done” List  

Developing Spelling
Use environmental print to write words
Introduce Word Charts
Reference a Personal Spelling Dictionary
Stretch words in three steps 

Introducing the Traits
Define each trait visually & verbally
Reveal mentor text examples
Sing trait-based songs

 
Building Rubrics

Build a simple writing rubric—  
Parts 1 & 2

p. 13
p. 15
p. 15
p. 16
p. 17
p. 17
pp. 18-19

p. 22
p. 23
p. 24
p. 24
p. 25
p. 26

p. 34

PART 1: The First Weeks

pp. 54-55

p. 48
p. 49
p. 50

p. 38
p. 39
p. 40
p. 41

pp. 30-32

Draw accurate pictures/self-portraits with 
setting and size details.

Label visuals with specific nouns,  
descriptive adjectives, and action verbs.

Draw and label pictures with feelings,  
numbers, and close-up details.

Draw and label three-part stories. Revise to 
add more picture details and word labels.

Generate lists with numerous facts,  
topic-specific words, and sensory details.

Generate lists of “favorites” using  
adjectives-noun details.

List facts. Stretch words into sentences  
with capitals, word spaces, & end marks.

List and organize details. Stretch words  
into sentences to create simple stories.

List what (opinion) and why (reason) state-
ments to create simple opinion pieces.

Generate how-to procedures/directions 
with sequenced steps. After the first draft, 
self-edit for capitals, spaces, and end marks. 

State an opinion with reasons of support 
organized intentionally. After the first draft, 
conduct focused edits. 

Plan and draft a simple story. Revise to 
include a beginning and ending. Edit for 
conventions, including run-ons.

Pre-write steps for how-to procedures/ 
directions. Focus on elaborating with tiny 
details in numerous sequenced sentences.

Pre-write facts for a simple report.  Focus on 
elaborating with tiny details in numerous 
sentences. Organize information in revision.

Choose a side (opinion) and provide  
multiple reasons of support in a first draft. 

Plan and draft a three-part personal  
narrative. Focus on elaboration (e.g., details, 
actions, emotion, etc.). 

List and organize information for two items. 
Create a compare-contrast flapbook.

MONTH 2

MONTH 3

MONTHS 4-5

MONTH 6

MONTHS 7-8

MONTHS 9-10

pp. 60-63

pp. 79, 81-82, 
84

pp. 67, 66

pp. 71, 73, 75

pp. 64-65, 74

pp. 81-82, 85

pp. 80, 99, 97, 
110, 101, 100

pp. 80, 86, 89, 
110

pp. 124, 99, 
97, 100, 110

pp. 87-88,  
99, 98, 100

pp. 124-125, 
101

pp. 91, 121-
122, 105

pp. 123, 111, 
114-117, 120

pp. 80, 90,  
112, 114-117, 
119

pp. 124-125

pp. 91, 121-
122, 114-118, 
120

pp. 126-127

I

P

E

I

P

E

I

P

I

E

I

I

I

P

E

I

I

The list to the right represents a general pacing guide 
of skills to teach first graders as they move through 
the developmental writing stages. 

These skills are organized into suggested units:

Persuasive topics and formats

Informative topics and formats

Entertaining narratives and stories

Take note that these are not all of the skills and les-
sons available within Part 2. This is simply a list of 
some major milestones for the typical Grade 1 writer, 
according to the authors of this book. 
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P

E

Grade 2
MONTH 1 

Writing Topics 
Apply the Topic Test
Generate ABC Chart topics 
Create a memories picture collage
Springboard off other texts
Write for different purposes
Write to an audience   

 
Setting Expectations

Meet for daily instruction
Define the purpose of the “workshop” 
Outline sharing time/Author’s Chair
Support writers when they need help
Hold teacher-writer meetings 

Creating Notebooks
Introduce the writer’s notebook

Motivating Writers
Establish a “Done” List
Make space for revision 

Developing Spelling
Use environmental print to write words
Introduce Word Charts
Stretch words in three steps
Be a spelling problem-solver
Mark tricky words with squiggle lines 

Introducing the Traits
Define each trait visually & verbally
Reveal mentor text examples
Sing trait-based songs

 
Building Rubrics

Build a simple writing rubric—  
Parts 1 & 2

p. 14
p. 15
p. 16
p. 17
pp. 18-19
p. 20

p. 22
p. 23
p. 24
p. 25
p. 26

p. 34
p. 35

pp. 54-55

p. 48
p. 49
p. 50

p. 38
p. 39
p. 41
p. 42
p. 42

pp. 30-32

PART 1: The First Weeks PART 2: The Rest of the Year

Generate detailed lists of information in 
order to review phonics, practice letter 
formation, and expand vocabulary.

Return to previous lists to stretch words into 
sentences. Review sentence conventions.

Generate how-to procedures/directions 
with sequenced steps. Apply self edits.

Pre-write and draft a personal narrative, em-
phasizing multiple middle sentences. Apply 
focused edits.

List and organize numerous details to gen-
erate a simple report. Apply focused edits.

Choose a side (opinion) and provide mul-
tiple reasons of support in a first draft. 

List numerous facts and details to draft a 
report. Revise to group related information.

Pre-write numerous facts and details to 
draft a longer report. Revise to group re-
lated information.

Introduce a position, organize reasons 
intentionally, and conclude the opinion.

Plan and draft a three-part personal nar-
rative. Focus on elaboration (e.g., details, 
actions, feelings, etc.). 

Pre-write numerous facts and details to 
draft a longer report. Revise for varied sen-
tence beginnings.

List and organize information for two items. 
Create a compare-contrast flapbook.

Introduce a position, elaborate on each 
reason, and conclude the opinion.

Utilize a T-Chart to list information for two 
items. Write a simple compare-contrast 
piece with some sentence variety. 

Plan and draft a well-developed three-
part personal narrative. Assess/Revise for 
sentence-length variety.

Utilize a T-Chart to list information for two 
items. Write a thorough compare-contrast 
piece with varied sentences. 

MONTHS 9-10

MONTH 2

MONTH 3

MONTHS 4-5

MONTHS 6-7

MONTH 8

pp. 79, 81- 
82, 84

pp. 98-100

pp. 123, 80, 
120, 100-101

pp. 80, 90, 
101

pp. 91, 111, 
114-115, 
120, 101

pp. 124-125

pp. 80, 90,
113, 119

pp. 92, 113, 
114-117,119

pp. 124-125

pp. 91, 121-
122,114- 
118, 120

pp. 92, 112, 
104

pp. 126-127

pp. 124-125, 
113

I

E

I

P

I

P

E

I

P

I

I

I

I

I

E

I pp. 126-127, 
106

pp. 126-127, 
104-108

pp. 91, 121-
122, 120, 
107, 106

The list to the right represents a general pacing 
guide of skills to teach second graders as they move 
through the developmental writing stages. 

These skills are organized into suggested units:

Persuasive topics and formats

Informative topics and formats

Entertaining narratives and stories

Take note that these are not all of the skills and les-
sons available within Part 2. This is simply a list of 
some major milestones for the typical Grade 2 writer, 
according to the authors of this book. 
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Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

School year: 

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

     Planning   
my Launch
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PHASE 1: Identify writing topics  1-3 days 
PHASE 2: Establish writing procedures 5-10 days 
PHASE 3: Introduce the 6 Traits  6-12 days 
PHASE 4: Build a writing rubric  1-2 days 

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

Mini-Lesson:

Writing Time:

NOTES:
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Mini-lessons for 
PERSUASIVE & OPINION WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 12  Share information
ML #2     p. 13  Write about what you know
ML #3     p. 14  Apply the Topic Test
ML #4     p. 15  Generate ABC Chart topics 
ML #6     p. 16  Create a memories picture collage 
ML #8     p. 17  Send a Writing Topics Chart home 
ML #9     pp. 18-19 Write for different purposes 
ML #10   p. 20 Write to an audience

Mini-lessons for 
INFORMATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 12  Share information
ML #2     p. 13  Write about what you know
ML #3     p. 14  Apply the Topic Test
ML #4     p. 15  Generate ABC Chart topics
ML #5     p. 15  Identify visual writing topics
ML #6     p. 16  Create a memories picture collage
ML #8     p. 17  Send a Writing Topics Chart home
ML #9     pp. 18-19 Write for different purposes
ML #10   p. 20 Write to an audience

Mini-lessons for 
NARRATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 12  Share stories
ML #2     p. 13  Write about what you know
ML #3     p. 14  Apply the Topic Test
ML #6     p. 16  Create a memories picture collage
ML #7     p. 17  Springboard off other texts
ML #9     pp. 18-19 Write for different purposes
ML #10   p. 20 Write to an audience

SECTION 1
Writing

Topics

Convince students that everyone has 
something to say and stories to tell. 
Depending on the writing level of 
students, they will share stories and 
information orally, through pictures, 
through written words, or a combina-
tion of all three.

Spend the first days defining what a 
writing topic is and generating lists 
of potential ideas to write or draw 
about. Use a variety of age-appropri-
ate strategies to brainstorm writing 
topics. 

Lessons Appropriate Per Unit

P

I

E
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Mentor Text

MINI-LESSON #1: Share stories & information
Explain to students that there are three ways writers tell stories and share 
information:

1. Writers use their spoken words. Sharing stories out loud is using 
oral language to tell stories. 

2. Writers use pictures. Discuss times when students have painted pic-
tures to represent a story or fun time or drawn pictures with markers at 
home or even drawn on the sidewalk with chalk.

3. Writers use written words and sentences. Reveal pictures of mes-
sages on birthday cakes, posters with words, party invitations, supply 
lists, etc. 

Retell several stories students told during the first day(s) of school (e.g., 
about their morning routines, family members, recess, pets, etc.). 

• Recall one student’s story using only spoken words  
(oral language). 

• Recall a second student’s story while drawing pictures.

• Recall a third student’s story with pictures and words/sentences  
written below it. 

Explain that they will learn how to share stories and information in each of 
the three ways this year, but today’s focus is on the first type— oral lan-
guage. 

Tell a fourth story, this one about something personal. Model how storytell-
ing includes lots of details and feelings (be very expressive and animated). 
Continually use the terms “oral storytelling” and “oral language” throughout 
this lesson. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Students will tell stories about something that happened to them (e.g., a 
time they got hurt, a fun place they visited, etc.). As more students want to 
share, partner them and have them take turns telling each other a story.

P I E

…to demonstrate oral storytelling 
Aunt Isabel Tells a Good One, K. Duke

Nothing Ever Happens on 90th Street,  
R. Schotter

Tell Me a Story, Mama, A. Johnson

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Identify students as Partner A and 
Partner B to facilitate when it’s the 
next person’s turn to tell his story.

Teacher Tip

Communicate these 
same expectations 
to parents. For more 
information see the 
online resource.

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #2: Write about what you know 
Describe the light bulb that sometimes appears over a cartoon character’s 
head and the fact that it represents he has an idea. Connect that concept to 
writing. When writers know about something, then they have an idea, and 
an imaginary light bulb appears over their heads, too.

Writers know about different things, and thus they have different “light 
bulbs” over their heads. When writers choose topics they have a lot of 
knowledge about, they can provide their readers with abundant informa-
tion, numerous details, and specific insights that only someone “in the 
know” would include.  

Model how to make a list of personal writ-
ing topics using the I Know About handout. 

• I am a parent. I could share lots of in-
formation about babies/teenagers.

• I’ve been teaching for 15 years. I could 
share lots of stories about memorable 
students. 

• I have a garden. I could write about the 
important do’s and don’ts of growing a 
healthy garden. 

Inquire with students if they, too, have a 
deep knowledge of these same topics. (They 
probably don’t— which is the point.) Reiter-

ate that writers each have different “light bulb” topics. Although the teacher 
could write in great detail about these subjects, the students likely cannot… 
and should not. When someone attempts to write about a less familiar topic, 
the piece tends to be general in information and vague in details. Writers 
should always choose topics they know a lot about. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Draw a light bulb on an anchor chart and label it We Know About. Mention 
topics/ideas students may know about.
• Who knows about playing baseball? 
• Who knows about cats?
• Who knows about little brothers? 

For each topic, call on a student with his hand raised. You’ve actually played 
baseball (or have a cat or have a little brother)? When he nods, act surprised. 
So you do know about that! Add it to the anchor chart of topics using words 
and pictures.

Each time, look at a student whose hands is not up. Clarify that he should 
not write about that topic. Reiterate that students only write about topics 
they know a lot about. 

Independent Writing:
Provide students with the I Know About handout to make a list of topics 
they have personal knowledge on.

In Arthur Writes A Story by Marc 
Brown, Arthur writes about get-
ting a new puppy but then second 
guesses if it’s really interesting. 
So, he asks others how to make it 
better. They give him wild details 
to add in to make it more “interest-
ing.”  In the end, when he reads his 
made-up story to the class, they 
didn’t like it as much as the true 
story. This demonstrates the im-
portance of writing about actual 
events, well-known topics, etc. 

P I E

Mentor Text

Purchase the Bright Ideas 
light bulb via the online 
resource. 

Visual Trigger

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

It is possible to learn about an un-
familiar topic before writing about 
it. It’s common that writers read 
and research topics to learn more 
(e.g., report writing).

Follow-Up Lesson

Model topics that students cannot 
“steal” as their own. Make a list of 
topics and experiences unique 
to an adult and not ones that the 
average student would have had. 

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #3: Apply the Topic Test
Make a list of 3-5 potential writing topics (e.g., watching soccer, doing 
laundry, going camping, going to Disney World, etc.). Define a “good” topic as 
one that passes the three parts of the Topic Test. 

PART 1. A writer selects topics he knows a lot about (Mini-
Lesson #2, p. 13). Reveal the light bulb icon. Explain that when 
the student only knows a little about the topic, it’s like the battery 
is running low in a flashlight and the light is dim. When the writer 
knows a lot about the topic, the light bulb is bright. 

PART 2. A writer selects topics he cares about (has a lot 
of feelings/voice about). Reveal the facial-expression icon. These 
feelings could include happiness, sadness, anger, fear, etc.

PART 3. A writer selects topics that just happened. If the 
topic/event occurred too long ago, then the writer doesn’t usually 
remember many details. 

Return to the original list of topics and Think 
Aloud about how each one relates to the 
three-part topic test. 

• I know a lot about soccer! I know the 
rules, the positions, scoring, etc. I watch 
soccer all year long. So, I’m going to put 
a red check mark next to that topic in the 
light bulb column. 

• And the same is true for doing laundry 
and going camping. (Reveal some insight 
on both of those topics.) 

• Pause on the “Disney World” topic. I 
want to go there someday, but I’ve never 
actually been. So, I guess I really do NOT know 
that much about it.  (Put a black X in the box.)

Move to the second column. Explain that when students write about 
something they don’t care about, the writing can be boring or dull. Assess 
the level of interest per writing topic. 
• Put a check mark next to the interesting topics (e.g., watching soccer, 

going camping, going to Disney World). 
• Now, I know a lot about laundry; I’m an expert at it. I could tell you all 

about how to do laundry… but I don’t care about it. It’s boring, therefore 
I should NOT write about it. (Put a black X in the box.)

In the third column, determine how long ago these topics/events occurred.  
• Put a check mark next to the recent ones (e.g., watching soccer, doing 

laundry, going camping). 
• Put a black X next to “older” topics or those that haven’t happened yet 

(e.g., going to Disney World).

Independent Writing:
Give students a copy of the Topic Test handout to list possible writing topics 
and assess each one for how “good” it is. 

Prior to the lesson, 
access the icons from 
the online resource to 
print and tape to chart 
paper or design them 

within a digital document.

Clarify that a topic that may not 
be “good” for one writer may 
have great potential for someone 
else.

P I E

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #4: Generate ABC Chart topics
Model how to use the ABC Chart to log 26 writing topics.

• The teacher jots his/her name within the center of the chart. 
• Note important people, places, and things within the letter boxes. 
• More than one idea per letter is allowed, although the goal would be at 

least one topic per box. 
• It’s likely that the generated ideas may come out of order. Often one idea 

sparks another, although not alphabetically. 

The first several topics come quickly, 
but when things slow down, Think 
Aloud about personal likes, dislikes, 
personality traits, characteristics, 
interests, memories, talents, etc. What 
am I good at that others aren’t? What do 
people say about me? What are things 
no one knows about me? These answers 
provide potential writing topics.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Spend the Writing Time completing a class list of ABC topics.  
For every topic, sound-stretch the word and write it on a sticky note. (If 
necessary, add a picture to represent the word.) Adhere the sticky note to 
the poster based on the letter the word/topic starts with: A— art class,  
B— baseball, bedroom, bike riding, F— friends, family, favorite food, etc. 

Independent Writing:
Provide students with a paper or digital version of the ABC Chart  
to generate their own writing topics. 

MINI-LESSON #5: Identify visual writing topics
NOTE: Project the computer screen onto the whiteboard or Smart Board 
during this lesson.

• Think Aloud about 1-2 school-related topics that students all have 
knowledge of (e.g., art, riding the bus, etc.). 

• Think Aloud about a possible image or icon that represents each idea. 
• Search within a library of clip art to find a corresponding visual that 

would be a good reminder for that topic. 
• Paste the clip art into the Word template and label it with the topic it 

represents. 
• Explain that writers look back at suggested topic lists, and it will  

be easier to remember the idea because the list includes pictures. 

Whole-Class Writing: 
Spend the Writing Time completing a class list of topics and related images 
that most of the students have knowledge of or experience with.

P I E

Model topics that students cannot 
“steal” as their own. Make a list of 
topics and experiences unique 
to an adult and not ones that the 
average student would have had. 

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Teacher Tip

The next day, provide students 
each with a photocopy of the 
chart to reference all year long. 
(This is particularly helpful for 
Level 1-2 ELLs.)

Teacher Tip

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #6: Create a memories picture collage
Spark students’ memories using stickers and cut-out images from magazines 
that remind them of things they know about, places they’ve been, important 
people in their lives, and events they recall. Each of these memories is a 
future writing topic. 

Reveal a pre-made picture collage and discuss what memories the images 
represent. Here is an example collage and teacher explanation:

Independent Writing:
In order to make their own memories picture collages, provide students 
with magazines, catalogs, clip art images, stickers, scissors, glue, paper, 
etc. Remind students that they are looking for images that they know about 
personally. Emphasize that all our memo-
ries and experiences are different, so our 
collages will look different, too. They  
might look for pictures and/or words that 
identify:

• Things they can do.
• People they know.
• Places they’ve been.
• Favorite things. 
• Special times. 
• What they’ve learned.

They should glue pictures/adhere stickers  
on a piece of paper. NOTE: Students who  
can read may also cut words and letters  
from the magazines.

Save the list of topics generated in 
the teacher model. Return to this 
list to demonstrate how to use this 
topics chart to identify things to 
write about on future days.

This lesson can be repeated 
throughout the year as magazine 
and catalog images change with 
the seasons. 

Teacher Tip

I love flavored coffee. 
I drink it all day long! 

My favorite restaurant 
is Starbucks! I could 

write about that.

I have a golden 
retriever named 

Buddy. I could 
write about him. 

I golf with Mr. 
 Johnston. I could 

write about different 
golfing adventures. 

I love gardening. 
I plant a flower 
and a vegetable  
garden every 
spring. I could 
write about that.

I read nonfiction 
all the time. I 
could write about 
a recent book I 
read.

I hate house
cleaning! I 
could write A 
LOT about that! 

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

P I E

Follow-Up Lesson
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MINI-LESSON #7: Springboard off other texts
Start the mini-lesson with a list-book read aloud; see Mentor Text suggestions. 
Read the entire text quickly, showing the illustrations briefly. 

Inquire if students had any text-to-self connections during the read aloud. 
• Did one page cause you to recall a particular personal event? 
• Did one sentence remind you of a personal experience? 
• Did any of the illustrations spark a memory in your mind?

Invite students to share out briefly. Then explain that writers often find 
topic inspiration from other authors. A word, a sentence, a passage, even 
an illustration can remind a writer of a personal experience and identify a 
potential writing topic. 

Independent Writing: 
Students will listen to the text a second time. At the end of each page, pause 
for several moments. Students will make silent text-to-self connections based 
on the author’s statement or illustrator’s picture. They will consider a similar 
moment or circumstance in their own lives and jot it down in their notebooks 
as a potential writing topic.

 
MINI-LESSON #8: Send a Writing Topics Chart home

Review that writers write about topics 
they are knowledgeable about. Unlike 
the previous topic-brainstorming lessons, 
this one includes categories to consider. 
Complete a Topics Chart of personal 
likes, favorites, and experiences. 

This might be an activity for an 
Open House or Meet Your Teacher 
Night. It could also be sent home 
with an explanatory letter.

Family Members

Favorite Animals 
and Family Pets

Favorite Sports
and Teams Played on

Favorite Foods
and Restaurants

Favorite Vacations 
and Places

Favorite
Playground Games

Friends Favorite Toys

Favorite Holidays
and Celebrations

Writing Topics Chart

Writing Topics Chart
Favorite Hobbies

and Talents

Favorite Animals 
and Family Pets

Favorite Teams
or Groups

Favorite Foods
and Restaurants

Favorite Vacations 
and Places

Favorite Times of the
Day or Year

Favorite People Favorite Games

Favorite Holidays
and Celebrations

Dear Parents, 

Every day your child will be writing. Sometimes 
we write in pictures, sometimes in letters and words, 
and sometimes in sentences and longer pieces. We will 
write stories, poems, directions, descriptions, and infor-
mational pieces. 

Sometimes I will assign a topic for the whole class 
to write about. However, there will be many times where 
the students get to select their own individual writing 
topics. On those days, some young writers get “stuck” 
and don’t know what to write about.

By completing the enclosed Writing Topics Chart, 
your child can be reminded of experiences he/she has 
had and knowledge he/she possesses. Please spend 
some time filling this chart out with your child. Ask 
them about their “favorites” in each box and write down 
their answers. (Think of several topics per category, if 
possible.)

I’d like YOU to PRINT the topics they mention into 
the boxes. This way both your child and I can read the 
ideas. Send the chart back to school when it’s complete. 

Thanks!

…presented in list-book format 
Cookies: Bite-Size Life Lessons,  

A. Krouse Rosenthal

The Important Book, M. Wise Brown

The OK Book, A. Krouse Rosenthal

One of Those Days,  
A. Krouse Rosenthal

Some Things Are Scary, F. Parry Heide

This School Year Will Be the Best,  
Kay Winters

Yes Day! Amy Krouse Rosenthal

P I E

Mentor Text

Teacher Tip

P I E

At-Home Writing:
Although modeled in class, 
students complete the Writing 
Topics Chart at home with parent 
support. There are many topics 
and experiences that students 
have had that the teacher would 
never know to suggest. 

NOTE: Send a letter home to 
the students’ families explaining 
the purpose of the chart. Ask 
parents to help their children 
think of writing ideas/personal 
experiences for each section of the 
grid. Make sure K-1 parents print 
each idea neatly so students (and 
the teacher) can read the ideas 
listed.  

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS
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P I E MINI-LESSON #9: Write for different purposes 
Reveal three age-appropriate texts on the same topic with three different 
purposes. For example:

•  An article about how to help save the sea turtle.
•  A nonfiction picture book on different types of turtles.
•  A picture book about Franklin the turtle.

Reveal the anchor chart P.I.E. Foldable and announce that there are three 
reasons that authors choose to write. Explain that although the “turtle 
texts” are all about the same topic, the authors each wrote the pieces with 
different intentions/purposes. 

Hold up the article about saving sea turtles. This author is trying to P—
Persuade or convince the reader to do things to help (and stop doing things 
that hurt) the sea turtles. Tape the text or a photocopy of the text’s cover to 
the first flap of the P.I.E. Foldable.

Writers share opinions. We all have different thoughts and feelings that 
we sometimes want to share with others. These are called opinions. There 
will be times this year that you will write to:

• Tell about your likes/favorites and dislikes/least favorites.
• Share your feelings about a topic— what you think about it.
• Give your opinion on what’s right or wrong.
• Ask someone for something or make a request.

Hold up the nonfiction picture book on turtles and explain that this author 
is trying to I—Inform or teach the reader about types of turtles. Tape the 
text to the second flap of the P.I.E. Foldable. 

Writers share information. When we know something, we can write and 
share that knowledge. We can explain and/or teach our audience something 
they didn’t already know. This is called informative writing/informational 
text. There will be times this year that you will write to:

• Tell the reader/audience something you learned/know about.
• Explain something the reader doesn’t understand.
• Teach the reader how to do something.

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

The P.I.E. acronym is typically 
introduced within the reading 
curriculum. Students learn to 
infer the author’s purpose for 
writing a particular text. However, 
P.I.E. is applicable during writing 
instruction, too. Students are the 
authors, and they are to write 
with intentional purposes.

Teacher Tip

Video Clip
For additional information re-
lated to this mini-lesson, 
watch “Connect Modes 
of Writing to Author’s 
Purpose” via the online 
resource. 
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SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Hold up the Franklin picture book and explain that this author is trying 
to E—Entertain the reader with a made-up story about a turtle character. 
Tape the text to the third flap of the P.I.E. Foldable. 

Writers share stories. Our whole life is made up of little stories. Many 
writers share their life experiences with others by writing stories about the 
things that happen. There will be times this year that you will write to:

• Share funny/silly things that happened to you.
• Share scary/sad things that happened to you.
• Share frustrating/embarrassing things that happened to you.

Conclude this general overview explaining that students will experience all 
three modes/purposes of writing throughout the year. 

Whole-Class Writing: 
Identify a topic that students are all familiar with (e.g., lunch). 

• Ask the students what their favorite food is (or a food they wished the 
cafeteria would serve). Lift up the P—Persuade flap and draw and/or 
write a simple piece that represents that opinion. Clarify that they just 
“wrote” to share their opinions with the cafeteria workers.

• Then ask the students how to get a hot lunch. Lift up the I—Inform 
flap and draw and/or write a simple piece that explains that. Clarify 
that they just “wrote” to teach the reader how to go through the line.

• Finally, ask the students to tell about a time they spilled their lunch 
(or part of it). Lift up the E—Entertain flap and draw and/or write 
a simple piece that retells a story. Clarify that they just “wrote” to 
entertain the reader with a funny/embarrassing story. 

Laminate the P.I.E. Foldable anchor 
chart paper before affixing it to 
foam board. This creates a write-
on/wipe-off surface. As the year 
progresses, update the bottom 
flap to list relevant skills, key char-
acteristics, potential writing topics, 
important words, etc. 

It may be easier to generate these 
whole-class writings immediately 
after each flap is introduced. In 
other words:
1. Explain what the P-Persuade 

flap represents and then flip it to 
generate a whole-class example.

2. Explain what the I-Inform flap 
represents and then flip it to 
generate a whole-class example.

3. Explain what the E-Entertain 
flap represents and then flip it to 
generate a whole-class example.

Teacher Tip

Laminate the anchor chart so that 
it becomes a write-on/wipe-off 
surface. This makes it possible to 
draw and write the lunch examples 
directly on each bottom flap dur-
ing writing time. 

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #10: Write to an audience
It’s possible students may not know what to write about on some days. 
And, some may not want to write on most days. However, having someone 
to write to makes the task more authentic. Knowing there is an intended 
audience is motivating for writers of all ages. 

Discuss the term “audience.” Reveal a variety of writing and the likely 
audiences for each piece. For example:

• The principal’s newsletter is for parents. 
• A sticky note to remind you of a meeting is for yourself.
• A thank-you card for the gift you received is for the teacher across the 

hall.
• Jokes in a joke book are for people who want to laugh. 
• A nonfiction book on spiders is for people who want to learn more about 

these creatures.

Explain that depending on whom they want to write to, the topic and even 
the details will be different. 

Brainstorm a list of grade-
appropriate audiences. Consider 
writing each one on an index card 
and including an image/clip art 
icon.

• People at school (e.g., 
classmates, teachers, 
principal, custodian, 
librarian, etc.). 

• People in families (e.g., 
siblings, grandparents, etc.). 

• People in the neighborhood 
(e.g., friends, mailman, 
babysitter, etc.). 

• People in the community (e.g., 
store employees, restaurant 
waitresses, local dentist, etc.). 

Explain to the students that 
authors aren’t writing to their 
teachers. Thus, students shouldn’t 
plan to write to their teacher 
every day either. Writers think about whom they want to say what to; a 
writer considers his audience and his topic. 

Independent Writing: 
Announce that today students are writing to their classmates. Knowing that 
their classmates are their audience, what do they want to tell them through 
pictures, words, and/or sentences. 

This mini-lesson targets authen-
tic writing. When students write 
to someone, there is often the 
desire to write back. Return to this 
mini-lesson later in the year when 
starting a letter-writing unit.

P I E

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Follow-Up Lesson
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Setting
SECTION 2

Well-run writer’s workshops do not 
just happen. They are the by-product 
of procedural lessons and expecta-
tions set early in the school year. Such 
lessons will consume precious instruc-
tional time at the beginning of the 
year, but they’re worth it. 

Keep in mind that these students had 
a previous teacher (or an at-home 
parent) who likely had a different set 
of expectations. Without establishing 
writer routines and procedures ap-
propriate for this classroom, students 
may pull on the habits learned previ-
ously— and they may not all be good 
ones.

ML #1     p. 22  Define a writer
ML #2     p. 22  Meet for daily instruction
ML #3     p. 23  Define the purpose of the “workshop”
ML #4     p. 24  Outline sharing time/Author’s Chair
ML #5     p. 24  Review the 3 parts of writer’s workshop
ML #6     p. 25  Support writers when they need help
ML #7     p. 26  Hold teacher-writer meetings

Procedural Mini-Lessons

Expectations
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MINI-LESSON #1: Define a writer 
Introduce what a writer is (versus what a rider is). 
Then describe:

• What writers do (e.g., use pencils, use crayons, 
draw pictures, write stories, make lists, etc.). 

• Where writers are found (e.g., at 
school, at a restaurant, at home, at 
Mom’s work, on TV, etc.).  

• Who writes (e.g., family members, 
teacher, principal, classmates, 
coaches, doctors, etc.).

Independent Writing: 
Students draw what they think a writer 
looks like. 

MINI-LESSON #2: Meet for daily instruction
Outline the logistics of the mini-lesson. 

• Explain when the workshop meets. To be good at something you practice 
it a lot! So to be better writers, we’ll have writer’s workshop every day. 
You’ll know it’s time when I say, “Let’s meet for writer’s workshop.” 

• Explain where the workshop 
meets. We’ll start our work-
shop at the same place (e.g., 
on the carpet, around the 
easel, at our desks, etc.).

• Explain what happens. Each 
writer’s workshop starts with 
a short meeting/mini-lesson 
where I will teach you some-
thing about writing/writers. 

Describe the students’ role during the mini-lesson:
• Sit on their bottoms with their hands in their laps. 
• Look at and listen to the teacher during the meeting.
• Raise their hands and participate when the lesson is interactive.

Describe the teacher’s role during the mini-lesson: 
• Show the students how to do something that writers do.
• To present the lesson in a fun/funny way.
• Give the students lots of encouragement.
• Keep the lesson short so students have time to write.

Independent Writing:
Students select a writing topic from their brainstormed lists (Section 1, pp. 11-
20) and write/draw independently. 

…to show what writers look 
and act like
Author, a True Story, H. Lester

If You Were a Writer, J. Lowery Nixon

Look At My Book, L. Leedy

What Do Authors Do? E. Christelow

Maximize the efficiency of the 
mini-lesson with code phrases. 
• Introduce Turn and Talk as the 

portion of the mini-lesson when 
students experiment with the 
skill in oral writing with a peer. 

• Back to Me signals that students 
should quickly conclude their 
talk time and give their attention 
to the teacher. 

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

Mentor Text

Video Clip
Learn how to “Execute Mini-
Lessons in 4 Steps” via the online 
resource. 

Communicate with 
parents early in the year 
to define grade-appro-
priate writing quality.

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #3: Define the purpose of the “workshop”
Brainstorm “workshops” students may be familiar with (e.g., Dad fixes cars in 
a workshop; Grandpa builds birdhouses in a workshop; Santa has a workshop, 
etc.). Within any workshop, things are created, built, and/or fixed. Explain 
that after every mini-lesson there will be a workshop time. This is when they 
will create/practice something in their writing.

This second part of the writer’s workshop begins when the teacher announces 
the code phrase— Let’s go be writers. This signals to students that it’s time to 
move from teacher instruction to student writing time.

NOTE: There are different types of Writing Time. Describe the expectations 
within the one(s) you will utilize.

1. Whole-Class Writing Time
• After the mini-lesson, the whole 

class may work together to “share 
the pen” and generate a writing/
drawing (i.e., Interactive Writing 
Time.)

• Or, the teacher could guide students 
to generate their own directed-draw-
ing/directed-writing.  

2. Quiet Writing Time
• Students work at their desks/tables execut-

ing the task identified at the end of the 
mini-lesson.

• The teacher moves throughout the room 
conferring, helping, complimenting, etc. 

• If a student needs support, he utilizes the 
Help! Tent (Mini-Lesson #6, p. 25).

• Identify the volume expectations (e.g., stu-
dents may whisper to classmates, ask the 
teacher questions, etc.).

3. Silent Writing Time:
• Students work at their desks/tables execut-

ing the task identified at the end of the 
mini-lesson.

• The teacher is NOT available during this 
time. This is a short, all-by-yourself Writ-
ing Time. 

• Identify the volume expectations— no talk-
ing. (Describe non-talking sounds that are 
acceptable— page turning, crayon switch-
ing, erasing, etc.). 

  
Independent Writing:
Students select a writing topic from their brainstormed lists (Section 1, pp. 
11-20) and write/draw applying the appropriate writing-time procedures.

It’s  common that the level of 
writer independence will vary 
during the Writing Time. 
• It may start with a few minutes 

of “silent” writing time and then 
give way to “quiet” writing time.

• Or, it may start with all students 
participating in a whole-class 
writing time and then change to 
“quiet” writing time with them 
at their seats.

One big facet of the writing time 
is knowing how long it will last. 
It’s typical that this “workshop” 
time is shorter at the beginning of 
the year but gets longer as writer 
stamina grows. Identify a way to 
indicate how long writing time 
will last each day. 

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #4: Outline sharing time/Author’s Chair
Explain that at the end of writing time each day, there is another meeting. 
This one is devoted to celebrating the writing students created that day. 

To move into the third portion of the writer’s workshop, introduce another 
code phrase— Wrap it up. This indicates that writers should put away their 
notebooks and prepare for Author’s Chair.

Outline the procedures.
• Explain that 1-3 sharers are selected based on accomplishments during 

that day’s writing time. The teacher will indicate the part to share or por-
tion to be read aloud.

• Identify the actual chair (e.g., stool, teacher’s chair, rocking chair, etc.) 
or explain if “Author’s Chair” is a figure of speech that simply means the 
student has the floor.  

• Explain that the teacher will introduce each sharer, identifying the stu-
dent, the piece, and the skill the class should listen for. Then that student 
will read aloud only the portion requested. 

• With only 1-3 students sharing a portion of their writing, Author’s Chair 
will last approximately five minutes each day. 

Independent Writing:
Students select a writing topic from their brainstormed lists (Section 
1, pp. 11-20) and write/draw independently. NOTE: Students might 
choose to continue working on a previously started piece. 

While observing students as they write, select 1-3 writers to read dur-
ing Author’s Chair. Consider students who have chosen topics that 
they obviously know a lot about. This reinforces a recently taught writ-
ing skill (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 13).

MINI-LESSON #5: Review the 3 parts of a writer’s workshop
NOTE: K-1 students may need a cumulative review after the last three 
mini-lessons. Grade 2 might skip Mini-Lessons #1- #4, pp. 22-24 and only 
execute this one.

Review the three parts of the writer’s workshop, including expectations, 
procedures, and code phrases:
• Let’s meet for Writer’s Workshop (Mini-Lesson #2, p.22).
• Let’s go be writers! (Mini-Lesson #3, p. 23).
• Wrap it up (Mini-Lesson #4, p. 24).

Independent Writing:
Students select a writing topic from their brainstormed lists (Sec-
tion 1, pp. 11-20) and write/draw independently. 

Sharing time is not “show and tell.”  
Asking for volunteers often gar-
ners kids reading lengthy pieces 
that are not necessarily strong. 
Assigning students to share on 
particular weekdays (regardless of 
what they wrote) isn’t purposeful. 
Rather, use the Author’s Chair as an 
opportunity to point out specific 
skills and successes. 

Teacher Tip

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS
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MINI-LESSON #6: Support writers when they need help
NOTE: Before the mini-lesson, access the editable Help! Tent 
document and identify 2-4 appropriate tasks for your writers. 
Print the document on card stock, one per student. 

It is inevitable that students 
will need help during the 
writer’s workshop when the 
teacher is unavailable. An-
ticipate and troubleshoot this 
situation. 

Have you ever had a question 
for me during Writing Time, but I was talking with another student? Rather 
than interrupt and better than just sitting at your desk doing nothing, I 
have a new procedure for us. 

Provide each student a Help! Tent. Explain that when in need of help, they 
simply display it on their desks. Point out the side that says HELP! I have 
a question, but I can keep writing. 

However, the Help! Tent 
alone isn’t very effective. 
The key to this lesson is 
the list of strategies to 
keep students writing 
even when they’re stuck. 

Review the strategies list-
ed on the backside. While 
I am waiting, I will... 
implies that students are 
NOT doing nothing! Discuss each task listed. Review the previously learned 
skills/strategies that students could apply while waiting. Explain that if 
students accomplish one task and the teacher is still busy, they should 
choose another one.

Point out that none of the options on the ten suggests students “sit and do 
nothing.” 

Independent Writing:
Students continue working on the piece they started previously or start 
a new free-choice piece. During writing time, seek out those who use the 
Help! Tent to indicate that they need support.

At the conclusion of writing time, praise students who are utilizing the 
tool appropriately; troubleshoot as necessary. Let all students know where 
to store their Help! Tents (e.g., in their desks, in their writers’ notebooks, 
within the tools area, etc.).

The HELP! Poster includes a set of 
teacher-determined procedures 
for students to follow. Here is an 
example. 

Teacher Tip

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

Provide students a procedure for 
seeking help that replaces making 
a line at the teacher’s desk, rais-
ing their hands, or interrupting a 
conference.

Teacher Tip

The Help! Tent is an editable Word 
document. After customizing the 
strategies, print a single copy, 
cut on the dotted line, manually 
flip the “I have a question, but I 
can keep writing” side so that it’s 
upside down.

Tape these two halves together 
and photocopy the Help! Tent onto 
neon colored card stock, one per 
student. The brighter the tent, the 
easier it is to spot from across the 
classroom.

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #7: Hold teacher-writer meetings
Discuss various meetings parents might attend (e.g., work meetings, church 
meetings, school meetings, etc.). Identify the general outline of such meet-
ings— several people attend, specific item(s) are discussed, a plan is deter-
mined, tasks are assigned, and the meeting ends. 

Explain that during writing time, the teacher will host several meetings 
with groups of students. These conversations will all be about their writing. 

Outline the logistics of a conference.
• The teacher will meet with a group of students, not individuals.
• A “group” is a cluster of 3-5 students sitting near one another. 
• No one will read his entire piece during the group conference. Rather, 

the teacher will indicate what portion students will read aloud.
• Each group meeting will last approximately five minutes. 
• The goal would be to meet with every group during every writing time. 

However, if time runs out, the teacher will begin with the next group 
the following day.

Reveal the rhythm of a group confer-
ence:

1. Invite students to each read a por-
tion of their current writing. (See 
the Conference Starters for sugges-
tions.) 

2. After all students within the group 
have shared, offer each student a 
specific Conference Compliment. If 
the same compliment applies for 
multiple students, say it once. This 
is also when an invitation to Au-
thor’s Chair may be offered (Mini-
Lesson #4, p. 24).

3. Provide a specific comment per 
student. Consider the one change/addition that would make the big-
gest impact on the writing. If the same suggestion applies for multiple 
students, say it once. 

4. Conclude the group conversation with What will you do next? This en-
courages them to continue writing as the conference ends.

Model appropriate writer-conference behaviors and offer pointers to make 
the meetings efficient.

• Don’t act surprised to see me. You know I’m coming!
• Look at my eyes when you’re talking to me and/or listening to me.
• Speak clearly; don’t mumble. 
• If I asked you to show me something in your writing, point to it. 
• When I ask a question, never answer “I don’t know.”

Independent Writing:
Students start a new writing or work on a previous day’s piece. During the 
writing time, apply the 4-step rhythm to group conferences. (Remember to 
invite 1-3 students to share for Author’s Chair.)

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

In between group conferences, 
look for Help! Tents (Mini-Lesson 
#6, p. 25). Answer those individual 
questions and then move on to 
the next group conference.

Teacher Tip

Rather than writing directly on the 
piece, teachers may want to jot 
a reminder for the student on a 
sticky note.

Teacher Tip

Writers prefer a couple of minutes 
of feedback daily versus 20 minutes 
monthly. For more information, 
watch “Hold Writer-Process Confer-
ences Daily” via the online resource. 

Writers can absorb 1-2 comments 
at a time. That said, telling a stu-
dent numerous things to change or 
fix in one conversation is futile. 

Teacher Tip

Video Clip
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Creating
Notebooks SECTION 3

A writer’s notebook is more than a 
journal or diary. It’s more than a 
folder to store loose papers and edit-
ing checklists. A writer’s notebook is a 
personal space for writers that serves 
three main functions: collecting, gen-
erating, and organizing. 

Writers collect lists of favorite words 
and potential topics within a writer’s 
notebook. It’s also a place to generate 
writing. Whether writing a complete 
product or just experimenting with 
language, the notebook is where these 
pieces are stored. 

Finally, the notebook is an organi-
zational tool. The writer maintains 
resources, lists, and other reference 
tools for quick access.

         pp. 28-29 Consider format options for writers’ notebooks

Instructional Insights

Procedural Mini-Lesson
ML #1     p.p 30-32 Introduce the writer’s notebook
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Consider format options for writers’ notebooks

SECTION 3: CREATING NOTEBOOKS

1. Spiral notebooks/Marbled composition books 
are great for eliminating loose papers. This might be 
especially important at the beginning of the school 
year. (Primary composition books include blank 
space at the top of every page for a picture.) 
 
To make these bound books a little more functional, 
add pockets and a bookmark. Also, utilize right and 
left-hand pages purposefully. 

2. A two-pocket folder with prongs has three com-
partments. Ongoing pieces are stored in the left-side 
pocket and helpful papers/resources go in the right-
side pocket. Finished pieces (or extra paper) may be 
stored within the center prongs.

3. Multiple pocket folders “bound” together offer 
section organization without the space needed to 
store a large binder. Depending on need, increase 
the number of pockets by two with every additional 
folder. Sections may include:

• Topics & Ideas Section— Writing topic lists  
generated during the first days go in this section.

• My Writing Section— Current writings go here.

• Abandoned Writings Section— Occasionally 
clean out the My Writing section. Rather than 
throwing away “old writings,” move them into the 
“abandoned” section. Practice grammar skills using 
these authentic writings. 

• Wow! Words Section— Writers collect words. 
Lists of student names, holiday/seasonal word lists, 
sensory words, synonym lists, transition-word lists, 
etc. could go here. 

• Content-Area Writing Section— House content-
area writings (e.g., animals, community, weather, 
etc.) in a separate pocket.

• Helpful Hints Section— Alphabet charts, edit-
ing checklists, personal spelling dictionaries, Help! 
Tents, and other tools are stored in this pocket.

A temporary writer’s notebook 
with 7-10 stapled sheets of paper 
is a great short-term option for K-1 
students. Starting with a “tempo-
rary” notebook allows for a learning 
curve. Without it, students often 
write on every page of the spiral/
bound notebook, upside down, 
from back to front— the first day! 
This strategy gives the students a 
week or so to practice procedures 
before writing in the permanent 
notebooks. 

Teacher Tip

Via the online resource, 
access visual directions 
for how to add a ribbon 
bookmark and simple 
pockets. 

Teacher Tip

Access photo-based 
directions for how to 
compile these writer’s 
notebooks via the 
online resource. 

Teacher Tip
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Consider format options for writers’ notebooks, continued
5. Three-ringed binders (2”-3”) provide the ample space needed for the 
papers kids produce. Don’t send all those drawings/writings home! Keep 
them as “previous writings” for students to return to.  

My Writer’s
Notebook

Table of Contents

1. Pictures

2. Labels

3. Words & Lists

4. Sentences

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Pictures/Drawings— 
Start with empty 
binders and add 

students’ pictorial 
writings into the 
“Picture” section. 

Letter/Word Labels— 
Move the wordless 

writing to the “Label” 
section and float letters 

and words around
previous drawings.

Words & Lists—
Once students stop 

“floating” labels around 
pictures and start writing 

on lines below pictures, 
they move into the 

“Words & Lists” section.

Sentences/ 
Whole Pieces— 

Use previous 
list-writings as 

pre-writes to drive 
multi-sentence

writings. 

Table of Contents, 
divider pages, and 20+ 
templates are available 
on the online resource.

What?

Why?
1.

2. 

3. 

SECTION 3: CREATING NOTEBOOKS

The binder grows all year. Pages 
are added and moved through-
out the sections; it’s very flexible. 
However, plan for storage; binders 
can consume a lot of space in a 
student’s desk or on classroom 
shelving.

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #1: Introduce the writer’s notebook
I love listening to all of your stories and things you are learning about. You 
have so much to tell! But I only have two ears and can’t listen to everyone 
at the same time. That’s why I want you to write down your stories and 
fabulous information so you don’t forget them, and then I can read them. 
I’m going to give you a special place to write all this down. We call it a 
writer’s notebook. I have one for each of you. 

Unveil the writers’ notebooks (folders, binders, journals, etc.). Get students 
excited about being real writers and having their own writers’ notebooks. 

After each student has his notebook, model opening it and imagine out 
loud what it will look like by the end of the school year. Describe what 
might be on different pages and/or in different sections/pockets. By the end 
of the year we’ll have lots of drawings, lists, and sentences inside. We’ll have 
funny stories, letters we write, fact books, and even poems.  And all of it is 
together in one place— within your very own writer’s notebook. Explain that 
writers keep all their pieces together in one place. 

Identify the names of the different sections/pockets and the type of content 
stored in each. Pass back any topic lists or writings generated from the pre-
vious days. Students will sort and organize them into their proper sections. 

Address additional logistics:
• Identify where notebooks are stored (e.g., within their desks, on a book 

shelf, within a crate, etc.).
• Describe when students should retrieve their notebooks. 

Independent Writing:
Reiterate that notebooks contain the thoughts and writings of individuals. 
Thus it makes sense that not only the content is personal, but the exterior 
should also reflect the writer’s individual self. 

Give students the opportunity to personalize their writers’ notebooks. Pro-
vide the supplies to decorate the covers (and spines of a binder). Not only 
will this increase their individual ownership, but students will more easily 
recognize their notebooks among all the others when stored in the class-
room. 

Conclude the workshop 
reminding students 
where their notebooks 
are to be stored.

SECTION 3: CREATING NOTEBOOKS

The decorated cover could be a 
memory picture collage (Mini-Les-
son #6, p. 16) and serve as a visual 
list of future writing topics.

As students bring in their writer’s 
notebook supplies at the begin-
ning of the year, collect them. That 
way, when the lesson is presented, 
the notebooks can be unveiled to 
increase the excitement level.

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
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If students will write on both sides 
of the page, put a green dot sticker 
on the left page (start) and a red 
dot (stop) on the right page. This 
helps them learn to write on the 
left page first and then the right 
page. 
However, if students are not to 
write on the backsides of spiral 
notebook pages, then use the red 
dot for the left page (signaling NO! 
Don’t write here!) and a green dot 
for the right page.

SECTION 3: CREATING NOTEBOOKS

Teacher Tip

Present additional mini-lessons
Presenting all the procedures for setting up spiral notebooks/marbled 
composition notebooks may take multiple mini-lessons. Depending on 
the age of the students and the format of the notebook, additional les-
sons may be needed. They may include:

• Distinguish the top from the bottom of the paper. 

• Distinguish front (green sticker) and back covers (red sticker) of 
a bound notebook using colored stickers (or to recognize the front 
cover is the one decorated).

• Define where to draw pictures (in blank space) and where to write 
letters, words, and sentences (on lines).

• Demonstrate how to turn pages carefully.

• Model how to write on consecutive pages (as opposed to just opening 
the notebook and writing on any page in any order).

• Identify that all pages have fronts and backs. Distinguish the front 
from the back of the paper using the center gutter or the holes on 
loose-leaf paper. 

• Clarify that students should/shouldn’t write on the back side of the 
paper.

• Explain how to use the far left red line to start each new line of text.

• Show students how to head their papers (e.g., where to write their 
names, the date, and the topic/title).

• Detail how to locate additional paper/page templates within the 
classroom environment.

Provide additional Writing-Time tasks

At the conclusion of each work-
shop, remind students to store 
their pieces in the appropriate 
sections/pockets and put the note-
books away.

Presenting all the notebook procedures may take multiple mini-lessons 
over several days. However, plan for at least a short writing task each 
day. Students should do something within their writers’ notebooks every 
day. Here are some suggestions:

• Draw on a page using their crayons.

• Stamp/Write the date on a page.

• Trace their names.

• Trace their hands.

• Adhere stickers to a single page.

• Make a list of numbers.

• Copy environmental print onto a page.

• Draw/Write about a topic brainstormed from the first few days.

• Draw/Write on an assigned topic from the teacher.

Teacher Tip
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On the online resource, 
find reduced images 
of all the notebook 
template pages from 
p. 29. Use these to label 

the stackable drawers. 

SECTION 3: CREATING NOTEBOOKS

Print and organize page templates
It’s most efficient to have a class set (or two) of each page template/
graphic organized printed, hole punched, and at the ready. To orga-
nize all this paper, many teachers utilize a stackable-drawer system.

Label the outside of each drawer with a reduced image of the hand-
out itself to make it easy to know where each one is stored and what 
needs to be copied when the drawer is empty.

Teacher Tip
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Writers
Motivating

SECTION 4

Lucy Calkins says it best: “When 
you’re done, you’ve just begun.” How-
ever, for many students, writing is not 
a process— it’s a chore. They want 
to do just enough to be “done.” The 
lessons within this section refute that 
thinking with strategies that build 
essential writer habits. 

Simply telling reluctant or unmotivat-
ed writers to reread and make their 
drafts better is too vague. Motivate 
“done” writers with supplies and tools. 
Improve peer-conference conversa-
tions with focused questions. Provide 
explicit actions for students to take in 
self-revision and self-editing.

Teach specific next steps so students 
know what to do when they think they 
are done.

ML #1     p. 34  Establish a “Done” List
ML #2     p. 35  Grow the “Done” List
ML #3     p. 35  Make space for revision
ML #4     p. 36  Revise and edit with Tic-Tac-Toe
ML #5     p. 36  Initiate buddy conferences

Procedural Mini-Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #1: Establish a “Done” List
When students complete a draft, they need some direction in order to 
self-revise. Explain that it’s common to come to a stopping point but not to 
confuse that with being done. 

However, a generic Reread and add more details declaration doesn’t provide 
enough motivation. “Done” writers are task-based students; they are git-r-
done writers. Knowing this, build an explicit list of simple revision and/or 
editing tasks that cause students to re-enter their writing. This is referred 
to as the “Done” List. 

Create an anchor chart that identifies what young writers could do when 
they think they’re “done” with their writing. List specific tasks that stu-
dents already know how to do; they just need to be reminded. For example:

1. Start a new piece.
2. Work on a previous piece of writing. 
3. Read/Share your writing to a  

classmate.
4. Add three more color details to your 

picture.
5. Strikethrough two “dinky” words 

with a purple pen and replace them 
with WOW! words.

Acknowledge that Sit and do nothing is 
not an option on the “Done” List. During 
Writing Time, students must re-enter 
their drafts or work on another piece. 

Model for students how to go back to a 
previous piece and apply a couple “Done” 
List tasks. End the mini-lesson by posting the chart within the 
classroom environment. 

Independent Writing:
As students “finish” their drafts, they are to apply a variety of tasks from 
the “Done” List. During Author’s Chair, have two or three students share 
what they did after they initially thought they were “done.”

Include a visual with each task 
on the “Done” List to support 
comprehension for young/
struggling readers.

SECTION 4: MOTIVATING WRITERS

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #2: Grow the “Done” List
About once a month, update the “Done” List. These lessons may start like 
this: Class, we’ve learned several new writing skills. (Pause and point at the 

yearlong 6-Traits bulletin board and/or other anchor 
charts with the skills listed on them.) Now that we 
know these new skills, let’s add them to our “Done” 
List. For example:

• We learned that names are proper nouns and 
should begin with a capital. Let’s add this skill 
to the “Done” List. (Write directly on the anchor 
chart: Use a pink pen to check that all names 
have a capital letter. Draw a picture, if necessary.)

• We also learned how to put an adjective before 
a noun. Remember when we learned to say “red 
chair” or “green bag”? I’m adding that reminder 
to our “Done” List. (Write directly on the anchor 
chart: Use a blue pen to add a color word in front 
of three nouns. Draw a picture, if necessary.)

After updating the “Done” List, model how to select a 
task and apply it to a previous writing. Explain that 
students should choose a second task, and a third, 
etc. until Writing Time is over.

Independent Writing:
As students “finish” their drafts, they are to apply a 
variety of tasks from the “Done” List. During Au-

thor’s Chair, have two or three students share what they did after 
they initially thought they were “done.”

SECTION 4: MOTIVATING WRITERS

Periodically update the Help! Tent 
(Mini-Lesson #6, p. 25). The “while 
I’m waiting” side of the tent could 
include some of the new skills 
from the  “Done” List. 

Teacher Tip
Motivate writers to return to drafts 
by weaving in the use of writer 
tools into the tasks (e.g., colored 
pens, spider legs, etc.). 

If there are certain tasks that every 
student must do, then label those 
with the mustard icon. However, 
the majority of the self-revision 
tasks are choice-driven— things 
they may (mayo) want to do.

Teacher Tip

MINI-LESSON #3: Make space for revision
Teach students ways to make room for additional information within a draft. 
They need space to add, change, and cut content without recopying any parts. 

NOTE: Introduce one strategy per mini-lesson.

Independent Writing: 
Students should revise a previous piece applying a revision strategy. 

The caret is a simple way 
to insert 1-3 word details.

Don’t erase; simply striketh-
rough. It allows the reader 
to see the initial word choice 
and the revised synonyms. 

Add whole sentences (or 
words to fix fragments) 
using spider legs.

Combine these space-making 
strategies with newly-learned 
writing skills when adding new 
tasks to the growing “Done” List 
(Mini-Lesson #2, p. 35).

Video Clip
For more about these strategies 
and others, watch “Make Room to 
Edit” via the online resource. 

Follow-Up Lessons

Follow-Up Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #5: Initiate buddy conferences
Clarify that beyond getting feedback on their writing from the teacher, 
students can also seek peer input. I want to give you another chance to get 
feedback, this time from a friend. I call it Buddy Conferences. Instead of just 
reading your writing to me during Writing Time, you can read it to a friend, 
a buddy. That person can also compliment your writing and suggest ways to 
make it better. 

Explain the logistics and model the expectations, including:

• How to invite a friend or buddy. 
• Where to meet.
• How to sit (e.g., knee-to-knee,  

side-by-side, etc.).
• How to use whisper voices. 
• How to listen and give feedback.
• What happens after the conference.

Independent Writing:
Students pull out previous writings and 
participate in Buddy Conferences. During 
Author’s Chair, compliment appropriate 
behaviors and fine-tune procedures.

MINI-LESSON #4: Revise and edit with Tic-Tac-Toe
If the “Done” List novelty wears off, create a Revision & Editing Tic-Tac-
Toe handout using nine skills from the original “Done” List.

Following the principles of the game, writers apply any three consecutive 
tasks. This approach still allows the writer some choice and doesn’t force 
him to improve everything.

Independent Writing: 
Provide each student with a 
Tic-Tac-Toe handout. Have 
them apply three consecu-
tive strategies to a previous 
writing. As they complete a 
revision/editing task, they 
should mark off the box. 
(It might take more than 
one day to complete all 
three strategies.) Students 
will staple their completed 
Tic-Tac-Toe sheets to their 
drafts when they turn them 
in. 

Eventually add “Hold a Buddy Con-
ference” to the growing “Done” List 
(see Mini-Lesson #2, p. 35).

SECTION 4: MOTIVATING WRITERS

Teacher Tip

In order for students to indepen-
dently accomplish the Tic-Tac-Toe 
tasks, all the strategies must have 
been previously taught. 

Teacher Tip

Utilize Revision BINGO for a more 
challenging version.

Teacher Tip
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SECTION 5
Developing

Primary teachers know not to demand for 
young writers to spell everything correctly, 
as then they will write only simple sentences 
with simple word choice using only words 
they know how to spell. 

However, teachers should also not spell words 
for students during Writing Time. (Writing 
expert Ralph Fletcher says that feeds the 
writer’s welfare system. Students become 
dependent on others for word spellings and 
eventually expect that level of support con-
stantly.)

Juggling all this can be tricky. This section 
offers lessons that hold students accountable 
for the accurate spelling of grade-appropriate 
words and environmental print, while also 
encouraging precise word choice and develop-
mental readiness.

Spelling

ML #1     p. 38  Use environmental print to write words
ML #2     p. 39  Introduce Word Charts
ML #3     p. 40  Reference a Personal Spelling Dictionary
ML #4     p. 41  Stretch words in three steps
ML #5     p. 42  Be a spelling problem-solver
ML #6     p. 42  Mark tricky words with squiggle lines
ML #7     p. 43  Check squiggle-line spellings
ML #8     pp. 43-44 Take spelling risks

Procedural Mini-Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #1: Use environmental print to write words
There are lots of spelling tools in our classroom that you could use when 
writing. We have lots of words all around us. Words are free. Use them from 
wherever you find them. 

Brainstorm a sentence and then begin to write it out on a piece of paper. 
Pause at a word that is within the classroom environment. For example, 
Our class goes to music every Wednesday.

• Sound stretch and phonetically write “our” and “class.”
•  Pause at the word “music.” I think I’ve seen that word in our 

classroom— music. Hmmm... Where could 
I look to find that word? It’s one of our 
specials. Oh, I know! It’s on the specials 
schedule over by the door. 

• Take the writing to the specials schedule 
and copy the spelling of “music,” letter by 
letter. 

• Return to the original writing space, 
reread what’s been written so far, and 
continue the rest of the sentence. Our 
class goes to music every Wednesday. 

• Pause on “Wednesday.” Model walking to 
the calendar and writing the word letter 
by letter. 

After the model, discuss with the students all the spelling resources within 
the classroom environment. Walk the students on a “field trip” of the room, 
pointing out various resources. These might include:

• Word-Wall Words • Days & Months on the Calendar
• Lunch Menu  • Schedule of Specials (art, music, P.E.)
• Color Words  • Class List/Helper Chart 
• Weather Terms  • Season/Theme-Related Words 
• Number Words  • Shapes Poster 

Conclude the lesson reminding students that writers use word spellings 
wherever they find them. Clarify that it’s expected that students will be 
more intentional about getting up and utilizing the various resources. 

Whole-Class Writing: 
NOTE: Before Writing Time, plan out 10-12 simple sentences using words 
that exist within the classroom environment.

Provide students individual white boards and markers. Dictate each 
sentence, word by word. Students will individually write the words, pausing 
to consider if the word lives within the classroom. 

• If the class determines the word is not posted in the room, then they 
individually stretch out the sounds and write it the best they can. 

• If the class determines the word is posted in the room, then send one 
student to retrieve the word spelling for the rest of the class. 

Students will wipe their boards after each dictated sentence. 

Rather than putting all the wall 
resources up before school, start 
the year with the walls empty. As 
concepts are introduced, add them 
to the classroom environment. If 
students watch the wall resources 
grow, they are more likely to recall 
where words can be found within 
the environment.

Before Writing Time, plan out 10-
12 simple sentences using words 
that exist within the classroom 
environment. For example:

• Today is Wednesday.
• Mr./Mrs. __________  is my teacher.
• A square has four sides.
• I have fun at recess.
• We go to music today.
• The crayon is blue.
• It is cloudy (sunny/rainy) today.
• We had pizza for lunch.
• I like art.
• My favorite color is red.
• We read books.
• We go to the library on Thursday.
• ___ is the class helper.
• There are two doors.
• A penny equals one cent.
• Recess is at 1:00.
• It is fall (winter/spring/summer).
• A circle is round.
• The door is closed.

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

Easily create write-on/wipe-off sur-
faces by laminating heavy paper 
or card stock or sliding white/lined 
paper into plastic sheet protectors. 

Teacher Tip
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Use the template avail-
able via the online 
resource to create new 
Word Charts based on 
student interests.

• Teachers/Adults at school
• Specific/Special community events
• Field trips/Special activities
• Popular game/electronics
• Popular TV shows or movies

Teacher Tip

MINI-LESSON #2: Introduce Word Charts 
Reveal a single Word Chart (e.g., Birthday) and dissect its format. At the top 
of each Word Chart is the category. Below it are 10-20 words related to that 
topic. Analyze the Birthday images and their corresponding words. Explain 
that Word Charts can be used to support students’ independent spelling.

 

Model how to use a Word Chart.
• Announce a personal writing topic (e.g, My birthday was last weekend, 

and I want to write about my family birthday party.). 
• While writing, use a precise word but pretend not to know how to spell it. 
• Demonstrate how to utilize the images to quickly find the word and then 

how to transfer the spelling from the Word Chart to the draft. 
• Continue writing the sentence/piece and model using the Word Chart for 

additional words during the drafting process. 

Explain that Word Charts are additional examples of environmental print 
(Mini-Lesson #1, p. 38) that writers can use to spell words accurately. 

End the lesson revealing which Word Chart topics are available in the 
classroom. Show students where they will be stored.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Reveal a total of 3-5 word charts. Go over the words/images per topic. Then 
add the laminated charts to the classroom environment. 

Independent Writing: 
Encourage students to 
utilize their independent 
spelling strategies (Mini-
Lesson #5, p. 42) and the 
available Word Charts dur-
ing Writing Time. 

If numerous students want access 
to the same Word Chart at the 
same time (e.g., Christmas/Holiday 
words), provide each student a 
personal paper copy to be stored 
within their writers’ notebooks.

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lesson
Initially, only introduce 3-5 Word 
Charts on topics students are writ-
ing about regularly. Slowly add a 
chart or two each week. (If all the 
Word Charts are available right 
away, students tend to forget they 
exist.) 

Nearly 30 pre-made 
Word Charts are ac-
cessible via the on-
line resource. Each 
is an editable Word 

document,  allowing teachers to 
add or replace clip-art images 
as appropriate. 

Create additional Word Charts 
for student interests, science/
social studies content, field trips 
and school events, etc. 

Follow-Up Lesson

Teacher Tip
Because of the corresponding 
picture support, Word Charts are 
a fabulous resource for ELLs and 
students with special needs.

Although introduced as a spelling 
support, a Word Chart can help 
students elaborate on a topic, as 
it suggests additional and related 
details. 
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MINI-LESSON #3: Reference a Personal Spelling Dictionary
NOTE: Before this mini-lesson, execute the following tasks.

• Photocopy the ABC Chart onto card stock paper, one per student.
• Skim several pieces of writing by one student (e.g., Trey) looking for 

5-6 words this student uses frequently and misspells across multiple 
writings. (This may include high-frequency word-wall words.) 

• Write the 5-6 into the appropriate boxes of an ABC Chart. 
• Tuck this Personal Spelling Dictionary (ABC Chart) into that student’s 

writer’s notebook. 
• Repeat this process for all students before executing this whole-class 

mini-lesson. 

At the beginning of the lesson, explain that writers use tools to help 
themselves spell words accurately, Announce that a new tool has been added 
to each of their writer’s notebooks. 

I’ve created a Personal Spelling Dictionary 
for each of you that has a few words on it that 
you use in your writing but aren’t always 
spelling correctly. Let’s look in our notebooks 
to find our Personal Spelling Dictionaries. 
Remember, this is your list; nobody’s chart 
looks the same. Whisper read the words on 
your own chart. 

Afterwards, explain how and when 
students will utilize their Personal Spelling 
Dictionaries. 

From now on, during Writing Time, have 
your Personal Spelling Dictionary on your 
desk. When you are about to write one of these 
words into your current piece, first find the 
word on the chart and put your finger on it. 

• Explain how to find the word quickly based on its first sound/letter. 
• Model how to point at the word on the Personal Spelling Dictionary with 

one hand and write the word letter by letter with the other hand. 
• Clarify that the chart should be adjacent to their writing making it easy 

to read and transfer the spellings. 
• Model what not to do (e.g., grab the chart, look at the word, shove the 

chart back into the notebook, and then write the word... misspelling it 
again.) 

End the lesson explaining that their Personal Spelling Dictionaries are a tool 
they will use for a while, until one day they will begin to see what each of 
these words looks like in their minds before they write. 

Independent Writing: 
Students start a new piece about a favorite topic. Confirm they are using 
their Personal Spelling Dictionaries to check themselves while writing.

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING

Personal 
Spelling Dictionary

Don’t include every word a student 
has misspelled on his Personal 
Spelling Dictionary. Initially, list 
only 3-5 words. Add others, 2-3 at 
a time, throughout the year.

Follow-Up Lesson

This tool can also be applied to 
subject-area writing.

For the next several days, remind 
students to pull out their Personal 
Spelling Dictionaries and review 
the words on it. They won’t use 
the tool if they can’t remember 
which words are on it. 

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #4: Stretch words in three steps
The first three lessons provide spelling support for students based on 
environmental resources. However, students need strategies for spelling 
unknown words when they are not posted in the classroom. This lesson 
reveals how to write any word in three simple steps.

Start an anchor chart that details the steps in pictures and words. 
1. Say the word slowly several times, listening to the sounds. 
2. Write each sound. (Remind students to use their letter strips for  

correct letter formation. They might also ask a friend if it looks right.)
3. Keep writing. 

Model this process. 
• Identify a topic and a sentence to write. Begin 

writing the sentence and then pause on a 
tricky word (e.g., lunch). 

• Think Aloud about whether the word would 
be in the classroom environment. Conclude 
it’s not and then model the three-step pro-
cess. 

• During the model, say the word repeatedly 
and slowly followed by the sound-by-sound 
writing of the letters. Don’t make this look 
too easy; it’s hard and requires perseverance 
for young writers. 

• After stretching out the word in writing, be sure to also write the rest 
of the original sentence. 

Execute this model with several sentences so students see the process 
numerous times. Conclude the lesson by posting the chart in a convenient 
spot for the students. 

Independent Writing: 
Students begin a new piece, utilizing the three-step word stretching process 
for big words not available within the classroom environment. (If a student 
asks for help spelling a word during Writing Time, refer them to the anchor 
chart and say You try it.)

Notice that this lesson is titled 
“Stretch Words.” Make sure you 
distinguish between stretching out 
words and sounding out words.  
Stretching words refers to writing; 
you stretch out the spelling. Stu-
dents will sound out words when 
reading; they decode the letter 
sounds. 

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING

Teacher Tip

1. Say the word slowly.

2. Write the sounds you hear.

3. Keep writing.

3-Step Word Stretching

This lesson encourages students 
to be spelling risk-takers and to go 
for the more precise word choice, 
even if they are unsure of the exact 
spelling. 

Teacher Tip

Stretching words is one strategy for 
writing a tricky or unfamiliar word. 
It’s a natural lesson to pair with the 
phonics decoding being taught 
during reading instruction. Howev-
er, as more spelling principles are 
taught, equip students with several 
more problem-solving strategies 
(Mini-Lesson #5, p. 42). 

Follow-Up Lesson
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MINI-LESSON #5: Be a spelling problem-solver
Review the three-step word stretching process and its corresponding anchor 
chart (Mini-Lesson #4, p. 41). Remove the chart and replace it with a new 
sheet of chart paper. Title it Be a spelling problem-solver. 

We have learned several ways to write out big words during Writing Time. 
Let’s put them all together on one chart. (For each strategy, review the pur-
pose and procedure and list it on the new chart.)

• We learned to use the classroom to help us (e.g., Look around the room). 
Review where some of those resources can be found.

• I gave you each a Personal Spelling Dictionary and have been adding to 
it. That’s a spelling resource. Add it to the chart. 

• We learned that if the word isn’t in the classroom, you can still 
write it by using three-step word stretching. Note it on the chart.   

• Add any additional strategies that are relevant and have been 
previously taught (e.g., Ask a friend; Use rhyming words; Listen 
for word parts/roots; etc.).

Independent Writing: Students begin a new piece and employ 
some of these first-draft spelling strategies. Encourage students to 
be risk-takers and problem-solvers when writing big words. (During 
Author’s Chair, ask students which spelling strategies they found 
themselves utilizing.)

MINI-LESSON #6: Mark tricky words with squiggle lines
Praise students’ attempts at problem-solving and stretching out big words 
(Mini-Lesson #5, p. 42). Compliment their perseverance, even when they are 
unsure. Clarify that these spelling attempts are really good guesses and that 
students should mark them as such. 

Project a Word document and type a sentence, misspelling a couple of big 
words. Point out how the computer program indicates the word is not quite 
right by putting a red squiggle line below it. The squiggle line indicates 
the writer wanted a particular word but was unsure of how to spell it (e.g., 
kunkushin).

Add this strategy to the Spelling Problem-Solver anchor chart previously 
started (Mini-Lesson #5, p. 42).

Independent Writing: 
When writing today, encourage students to continue being spelling risk-
takers, but to also mark potentially misspelled words with squiggle lines.

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING

Misspellings in digital documents 
are indicated by a red squiggle 
line below the word. Utilize this 
universal symbol, rather than hav-
ing students circle words.

Teacher Tip

.

Teacher Tip
The goal is to equip students with 
various strategies to approximate 
word spellings independently. This 
means they are not asking the 
teacher for help, but they are also 
not consulting a dictionary in a 
first draft. (When editing, they can 
pour over the spelling and use a 
dictionary.)

When writing a first-draft, students 
will use problem-solving strategies 
and do their best. However, even-
tually teach students that there is 
a correct way to spell words. This 
mini-lesson lays the groundwork 
for a future dictionary lesson. For 
more information, watch “Utilize 
the Dictionary after the First Draft” 
via the online resource. 

Video Clip
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Encourage young writers to 
strikethrough rather than erase 
when fixing spelling. This is a 
more efficient approach (i.e., it’s 
faster and doesn’t rip the paper), 
and it allows the teacher to see 
the original phonics attempt of 
the student.

MINI-LESSON #7: Check squiggle-line spellings
NOTE: This lesson assumes students already know dictionary procedures.

Remind students of first-draft spelling strategies previously learned and the 
use of the squiggle line (Mini-Lesson #6, p. 42). Clarify the bigger purpose 
behind the squiggle line; it makes it easier for the writer to locate misspelled 
words within their own drafts. 

Explain that simply marking an approximate word-spelling with a squiggle 
line is not enough. The squiggle line is not an “out,” giving kids permission 
to use whatever spelling they want. After the first draft is complete, part of a 
writer’s job is to then reread and look up those words within the dictionary. 

Review dictionary procedures. Then model how to apply accurate spelling to a 
previous piece. 

• Read aloud a draft and locate a squiggle-lined word.
• Using dictionary procedures, look it up.
• Compare the writer’s attempt to the correct spelling. Identify the error(s). 
• Demonstrate how to strikethrough the original word within the draft.
• Model how to write the correct spelling above/near it. 

Independent Writing:
Return to previous pieces that students marked unsure words with squiggle 
lines. Have them use classroom resources to verify or fix spellings. 

MINI-LESSON #8: Take spelling risks
This lesson celebrates when students try tricky/big words all by themselves. 

• Label a 3-column chart— Your Name, Your Word, Correct Spelling. 
• Reveal a recent writing by a student and the “big word” he stretched out 

all by himself (e.g., Trenton, look how you tried “exhausted” without any 
help.). Emphasize that the student could have used a simpler word (e.g., 
tired) but choose the bigger, better word.

• On the chart, write the student’s name (e.g., Trenton) and the word he 
tried using his kid-spelling (e.g., astid). 

• In the third column, reveal the correct spelling letter by letter. Highlight 
all of the sounds that were represented by the student’s attempt, and 
then point out some of the tricky features (e.g., silent letters, similar 
sounding letters, etc.). 

Marvel at the student’s spelling attempt. Gush over the fact that he did it 
all by himself. Remind students of the first-draft writing goal— big words 
stretched out and marked with a squiggle line (Mini-Lesson #6, p. 42) that 
they look up in a dictionary later. 

Independent Writing: 
During Writing Time, look for students using strong word choice (and spelling 
it wrong). Invite them to add their names (left column) and their spelling 
attempts (middle column) to the chart. During Author’s Chair, review the list 
of big words and provide the correct spellings for each (third column). 

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING

Although using a dictionary may 
not be an appropriate first-draft 
spelling strategy, students must 
make this tool part of their more 
formal editing process.

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

If possible, project the students’ 
writings during Author’s Chair. The  
spelling conversation is best when 
students can see each other’s 
attempts.

Teacher Tip

Students’ growing knowledge of 
phonics and spelling can impede 
some of their risk-taking. Students 
eventually realize there is a right 
and wrong way to spell words. 
Consequently, kids who were risk-
takers in kindergarten and early 
first grade often become afraid to 
try unknown words themselves. 

Teacher Tip



This lesson could be 
coupled with a hallway 
bulletin board.  For 
more information, read 
“Encourage Spelling 
Risk-Takers with a Bulletin Board” 
via the online resource.

Take spelling risks, continued

Teacher Tip

Keep the chart posted in the classroom. Continue to grow this list with examples 
discovered during Writing Time. This serves as a reminder for students to balance 
phonics knowledge while pushing themselves on precise word choice.

SECTION 5: DEVELOPING SPELLING
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p. 46  Introduce each trait (The Mini-Lesson)
p. 47  Experiment with each trait (The Writing Time)
p. 52  Represent the traits within the classroom environment

Instructional Insights

Trait-Introduction Mini-Lessons
ML #1     p. 48  Define each trait visually & verbally
ML #2     p. 49  Reveal mentor text examples
ML #3     p. 50  Sing trait-based songs
ML #4     p. 51  Create trait characters

the Traits
Introducing

SECTION 6

Sections 1-5 define good writer hab-
its. Section 6 defines good writing.

There are six researched components 
of all good writing— ideas, organi-
zation, voice, word choice, sentence 
fluency, and conventions. These are 
the 6 Traits! These six ingredients 
are within all stages of writing (i.e., 
drawing, labeling, listing, sentence 
writing) and all the writing modes 
(i.e., opinion/persuasive, informative/
expository, narrative). 

To be most effective, teachers and 
students need to have a common 
language to describe good writing. 
Without a definition, students are 
forever asking Is this good? Am I 
done? Is this what you want? 

Plan an annual introduction (or re-
introduction) of the 6-Traits termi-
nology early in the school year. Then, 
kick off every writing lesson identify-
ing the trait it supports. Students 
slowly learn the small sub-skills that 
comprise each trait. Rather than 
thinking about dozens of individual 
and isolated skills they have to 
execute, students compartmentalize 
them into the six trait categories.
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SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

Find out how much trait exposure 
students had in previous grades. 
This will help determine how fast 
this year’s introduction/re-intro-
duction should move as well as 
revealing what strategies to avoid 
repeating.

Introduce each trait— The Mini-Lesson

Teacher Tip
An intentional 6-Traits introduction should be conducted every year as a 
means of establishing common language in the writing classroom. Some 
introductions occur over a few days, others require numerous mini-lessons. 
Choose the most appropriate strategy depending on the students’ grade 
level and prior trait knowledge. 

Because the 6 Traits are not a program, there is no one way to introduce 
the traits to students. However, there do seem to be three common prin-
ciples guiding the strongest trait-based classrooms.

1. Present the traits efficiently. Roll them out within consecutive 
mini-lessons. The goal is that students realize how these six ingredi-
ents work together. 

2. Provide an overview of the traits. This introduction is simply to 
expose students to each trait and its general definition. Students will 
not yet apply the traits proficiently within their own writing.

3. Introduce the traits uniformly. Utilize a common approach for all 
six traits. The four options within this section (Mini-Lessons #1 - #4, 
pp. 48-51) outline classroom-tested strategies for introducing the 6 
Traits. 

If students have had a lot of experience with the traits in previous grade levels, then a faster re-introduc-
tion works well. Spend six mini-lessons revealing the characteristics of good writing— one per trait.

DAY 2
Re-Introduce
Organization

DAY 1
Re-Introduce

Ideas

DAY 4
Re-Introduce 
Word Choice

DAY 3
Re-Introduce 

Voice

DAY 6
Re-Introduce 
Conventions

DAY 5
Re-Introduce 
Sent. Fluency

Typically, introducing the trait language to primary students consumes 12 days— two mini-lessons per trait. 
This helps keep lessons short, but also honors that young students need a little more time to get the gist of these 
abstract concepts.

DAY 2
Re-Introduce

Ideas

DAY 1
Introduce

Ideas

DAY 4
Re-Introduce
Organization

DAY 3
Introduce

Organization

DAY 6
Re-Introduce

Voice

DAY 5
Introduce 

Voice

DAY 8
Re-Introduce
Word Choice

DAY 7
Introduce

Word Choice

DAY 10
Re-Introduce
Sent. Fluency

DAY 9
Introduce

Sent. Fluency

DAY 12
Re-Introduce
Conventions

DAY 11
Introduce 

Conventions
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SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

Experiment with each trait— The Writing Time
The writer’s workshop always includes a Writing Time after the mini-
lesson— even on these trait-introduction days. However, the lesson wasn’t 
focused on how to write with a trait as much as defining what the trait 
looks like. Therefore, after a mini-lesson that identifies a trait, provide an 
opportunity to experiment with the trait in a quick write.  

The key to a successful Writing Time on these days is choosing a topic 
that lends itself to playing with a particular trait. If students are to dabble 
with voice, identify an emotional topic. If students are to focus on sequen-
tial organization, then choose a chronological subject. Here are suggested 
writing-time topics to follow the introductory mini-lessons. 

• Ideas: Draw or write about a topic you know a lot about. Choose a 
topic you are an “expert” on and draw/write with as much detail as 
possible.

• Organization: Reflect on how you get ready for school each morning. 
Think about what happens first, second, third. Draw or write the dif-
ferent things you do to get ready to come to school.

• Voice: Voice requires feeling. So, think about an event or memory that 
made you especially happy, sad, or mad. Label the top of your quick 
write with the feeling word (or facial expression) you are trying to con-
vey. Draw or write about the topic and attempt to convey that feeling. 

• Word Choice: Draw or write about something you are really good at. 
Include lots of Wow! words in your spoken or written sentences.

• Sentence Fluency: Look back at the pieces you’ve drawn/written 
during these trait-introduction days (i.e., ideas, organization, voice, 
word choice). 

KINDERGARTEN: Explain a previous drawing to a peer, attempting to 
sound fluent in your oral retelling. 

GRADES 1-2: Find a short sentence and revise to make it longer. Or, 
turn a statement into an exclamation/question for variety. Try to make 
some changes to improve the sentence fluency.

• Conventions: Now that we know conventions are for the reader, let’s 
look to see if we can make our writing more clear. Look back at the 
pieces you’ve drawn/written during these trait-introduction days (i.e., 
ideas, organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency). 

KINDERGARTEN: Look for places you could give the reader more letter 
or word labels. 

GRADES 1-2: Reread a previous piece editing for grade-appropriate 
first-draft skills (e.g., capitals, punctuation, spaces, spelling, grammar, 
etc.).

Teacher Tip

Students will produce simple 
writings/drawings each day.  These 
are in-class writings that simply 
provide a chance to play with a 
trait. Don’t plan to grade them, 
but do save and store them within 
the “Abandoned Writing” section 
(p. 28). or the “Pictures/Drawings” 
section (p. 29) of their writer’s 
notebooks. 

If each trait introduction spans 
two mini-lessons, then it requires 
two different Writing-Time topics. 
For example, following the first 
mini-lesson introducing Organiza-
tion, students can write about get-
ting ready for school. The second 
day, they can write about getting 
ready for bed. 

Teacher Tip
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Teacher Tip
Substitute a smart 
phone for the whisper 
phone and/or a tool 
belt for the tool box. 

Mini-Lesson Series #1: Define each trait visually & verbally
Define each trait with a simple definition. Reveal the function the trait 
serves within the writing. However, keep the explanation general during 
the introduction. The rest of the year is devoted to digging into the traits via 
mini-lessons and writing application. 

In addition, provide a visual trigger to anchor the trait’s meaning. 

With consistent visual 
icons, students hear the 
same trait words from 
year to year and see the 
same graphics. This 
develops building-
wide consistency in 
implementation and 
writing expectations. 
Smekens Education 
icons are all available via 
the online resource.

Teacher Tip

SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

Definition: The main idea, message, what the writing is all about. 
Icon: light bulb 

The light bulb represents the topic or idea. Like the light bulb that 
sometimes appears over a cartoon character’s head, writers also 
get ideas. These are called topics. 

Definition: The logical order of information.
Icon: train

The train reminds students that cohesive writing always has three 
parts— a beginning, middle, and end. The details within each part 
all fit together. Like train cars that are hitched together, each  
sentence/idea in the writing is connected to the next one. 

Definition: The writer’s attitude or feeling about the topic. 
Icon: faces/facial expressions 

Voice reveals how the writer feels about his writing topic. He can 
say it with feeling words or show it with facial expressions. 

Definition: The use of specific and precise bullseye vocabulary. 
Icon:  bullseye board/target

Specific word choice comes down to bullseye writing. The center 
identifies specific and precise word choice —versus vague and  
general words that miss the mark. 

Definition: The smooth rhythm and flow of sentences.
Icon:  whisper phone/smart phone

Sentence fluency is an auditory trait. It is the ease and readability 
of a piece. Writers read aloud their pieces to check that they sound 
good and sound right. 

Definition: The level of correctness. 
Icon:  tool box/tool belt

Writers utilize tools from the conventions tool box/tool belt to help 
the reader. These “tools” include letter formation, capitalization, 
spelling, punctuation, grammar, etc.

DAY 4
Word Choice

DAY 6
Conventions

DAY 5
Sentence
Fluency

DAY 3
Voice

DAY 2
Organization

DAY 1
Ideas

Independent Writing:
Students experiment with each trait following the mini-lesson. See p. 
47 for suggested writing-time tasks.

Purchase the 
Let Your Voice Be 
Heard poster or 
create one with 
students’ faces. 

Teacher Tip
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Teacher Tip

Mini-Lesson Series #2: Reveal mentor text examples 
Define each trait with a simple one-sentence explanation (Mini-Lesson #1,  
p. 48). Then show an example of it in action. This is the concept of mentor 
text. During the lesson, the teacher would read aloud the text, 
pausing to point out different places where that trait is evident. 
Don’t expect students to participate much in the lesson. They 
are listening to the text and taking in the comments made 
about the trait. Remember, this is likely their first exposure to 
the trait. Students need the teacher to point it out in action.

 

SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

For current grade-level sugges-
tions, see “Kristina’s Favorite Picture 
Books for Teaching the 6 Traits” via 
the online resource. 

Independent Writing:
Students experiment with each trait following the mini-lesson. See p. 47 for 
suggested writing-time tasks.

OPTION B: Reread 1 text over 6 days to demonstrate that all traits should be within one product.
DAY 2DAY 1 DAY 4DAY 3 DAY 6DAY 5

OPTION A: Read 6 texts over 6 days, one per trait, highlighting evidence of that trait per day.
DAY 2DAY 1 DAY 4DAY 3 DAY 6DAY 5

Mentor Text
for

Ideas

Mentor Text
for

Organization

Mentor Text
for

Voice

Mentor Text
for

Word
Choice

Mentor Text
for

Sentence
Fluency

Mentor Text
for

Conventions

Mentor Text
relevant for

All Traits

OPTION C: Read 6 texts over 6 days, one per trait. Then review all the traits with a seventh text. 

DAY 2DAY 1 DAY 4DAY 3 DAY 6DAY 5 DAY 7

Mentor Text
for

Ideas

Mentor Text
for

Organization

Mentor Text
for

Voice

Mentor Text
for

Word
Choice

Mentor Text
for

Sentence
Fluency

Mentor Text
for

Conventions

Mentor Text
relevant for

All Traits
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Mini-Lesson Series #3: Sing trait-based songs
Music is a powerful learning style for many students. It’s memorable both 
in its catchy lyrics but also in its rhythm and beat. Consequently, finding a 
way to tie the trait introduction to music is a worthwhile approach. 

There are various 6-Traits songs out there. Identify the tune(s) most famil-
iar and the lyrics most appropriate for the students.  

• The original 6-Traits songs by Ruth Culham (Scholastic) are each tied to 
a different nursery rhyme tune. 

• Some teachers prefer to rewrite the songs set to the same tune (e.g., “If 
You’re Happy and You Know It”). 

• Some teachers prefer to use choruses from current/popular songs. Con-
sequently, they revise the lyrics of hit songs to reveal the meaning of 
the writing traits. 

The key to a powerful trait introduction is to focus on the trait’s function in 
good writing. Consequently, spend the mini-lesson time pouring over each 
song’s trait-based lyrics. Dissect what it reveals about the trait. Make com-
parisons and connections to writing skills students have background knowl-
edge about. Identify some of the new skills noted in the lyrics that students 
will learn later this year. 

For a slower and more in-depth trait introduction, merge the mentor text 
examples (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 49) and this song approach to create a two-
day-per-trait introduction. 

SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

Teacher Tip

Video Clips
Access six videos of 
students performing 
a song per trait. Watch 
“6-Traits Song Upgrade” 
via the online resource.  

Independent Writing:
Students experiment with each trait following the mini-lesson. See p. 47 for 
suggested writing-time tasks.

DAY 2
Organization

Song

DAY 1
Ideas
Song

DAY 4
Word Choice

Song

DAY 3
Voice
Song

DAY 6
Conventions

Song

DAY 5
Sent. Fluency

Song

OPTION A: Introduce each trait with song lyrics that define its meaning.

OPTION B: Introduce each trait in a two-day pattern.

Organization

DAY 3: Text
DAY 4: Song

Ideas

DAY 1: Text
DAY 2: Song

Word Choice

DAY 7: Text
DAY 8: Song

Voice

DAY 5: Text
DAY 6: Song

Conventions

DAY 11: Text
DAY 12: Song

Sent. Fluency

DAY 9: Text
DAY 10: Song

Add the song lyrics to the yearlong 
display (p. 52), as some students 
will remember a trait’s meaning 
because of the tune stuck in their 
heads. 
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Access the 8x11 mini-poster 
templates via the online resource. 
Each includes a colored border, 
the trait character’s name, and the 
related trait icon. (Each trait icon 
is a big part of its Trait Character. 
This will further support the con-
nection between traits and their 
icons.)

Teacher Tip

SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

Mini-Lesson Series #4: Create trait characters
Within this introduction approach, each writing trait is epitomized by a fic-
tional character. Their personalities, habits, jobs, preferences, etc. capture the 
sentiment and function of that particular writing trait. This helps students 
associate an abstract concept with something tangible.

Here’s a suggested list of characters.
• Ike Ideas is always thinking. He loves to recall topics, ideas, and infor-

mation he knows a lot about. This causes the light bulb to appear above 
his head. He then writes/draws about them.

• Oliver Organization is a train conductor. He rides the train, making 
sure it has an engine (beginning), middle car (middle), and caboose (end-
ing). He appreciates everything being put in order—1, 2, 3.

• Violet Voice has a lot of attitude! She can be happy one minute and mad 
the next. And the reader always knows just how she feels because her 
facial expressions and feeling words are obvious. 

• Wanda Word Choice loves everything that is fancy. She loves dressing 
up with lots of accessories. She loves decorating things. And she’s always 
looking to make things special and unique.

• Frank & Florence Fluency are telephone buddies. They are always 
calling to read/tell each other what they wrote. One reads his writing into 
the phone, and the other listens to make sure it sounds good.

• Calvin Conventions fixes things using the tools in his tool box/tool belt. 
He inspects things and notices when something needs to be repaired. 

Each day, during the trait introduction, reveal the appropriate mini-poster 
template. Point to the top of the poster and name that day’s trait character 
(e.g., Frank & Florence Fluency). 
While providing the backstory on 
this individual, draw the character 
in front of the students. Be sure to 
explain how this character embod-
ies the purpose and function of 
the trait. This is further developed 
when the icon is woven into the 
scene. 

There is a strong memory attach-
ment to watch the teacher build 
the poster in front of the students. 
Therefore, don’t plan to make the 
poster ahead of time. Draw it in 
front of them. (It will likely not 
be perfect, but it will surely be 
memorable!)

Independent Writing:
Students experiment with each trait following the mini-lesson. See p. 47 for 
suggested writing-time tasks.

Teacher Tip
In addition to the templates, view 
sample posters with characters 
that were drawn during an actual 
mini-lesson. 
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OUT OF THIS WORLD: The trait intro-
duction included songs and mentor 
text. Consequently, when each trait star 
went up, so did the song lyrics. Photo-
copies of the picture book covers were 
also added to the display.

SECTION 6: INTRODUCING THE TRAITS

Teacher Tip
See dozens of 6-Trait displays at 
“Yearlong 6-Traits Bulletin Boards” 
via the online resource. 

Represent the traits within the classroom environment

The 6 Traits are the core of all writing instruction; they anchor all mini-
lessons. That said, consider their physical presence within the classroom. 
This visual display becomes a yearlong record of all the skills taught.

TREE OF
GOOD WRITING: 

Each trait is a branch 
with its leaf skill.

  NOTE: This display 
was created on 

chart paper. Another 
option is to utilize a 

portable science-fair 
presentation board 

and sticky notes.

CLIFFORD IS HUNGRY FOR GOOD WRITING: Each day, as a trait was introduced during the “launch,” a dog bowl went up on the bulletin 
board. When writing units began and mini-lessons were taught, the individual skills were written on bones and add to the trait bowls. 

A THEME-LESS DISPLAY: Divide a bulletin board into six sections. Each day, 
introduce a trait, write the name atop its box, and add its icon.  Throughout the 
rest of the year, add the bulleted skills that encompass each trait.

THE CAT IN THE HAT: Each trait was revealed with a hat 
and labeled by cutting up the 6-Traits poster. As addition-
al skills were taught in explicit mini-lessons, they were 
added onto the stripes of the trait hats.

The first 
photo was 
take in Sep-
tember; the 
second one 
was taken in 
March.  
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Rubrics
Building

SECTION 7

Primary students are often 
“teacher pleasers.” They want to do 
things well; they want to do things 
right. And because of that they 
spend much of Writing Time show-
ing the teacher what they did and 
asking, Is it good? Do you like it? 

Building an all-class writing rubric 
defines “good,” helps students 
understand the goal, and serves 
as the grand finale of the 6-Traits 
introduction. 

However, this assessment tool has 
to be kid-friendly; young writers 
(and early readers) have to be able 
to “read” it. So that means it needs 
to be visual and include simple 
language generated by the stu-
dents themselves. 

ML #1     pp. 54-55 Build a simple writing rubric
ML #2     p. 56  Update the rubric frequently

Procedural Mini-Lessons

         p. 57  Grow the same holistic rubric
         p. 57  Plan for wall space
         p. 57  Identify a limitless level-labeling system
         p. 58  Dissect benchmark samples for specific criteria
         p. 58  Transition from a holistic to analytic rubric
         

Instructional Insights
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SECTION 7: BUILDING RUBRICS

MINI-LESSON #1— PART 1: Build a simple rubric
Before jumping in and creating a writing rubric, spend time defining the 
concept of a rubric.

Introduce the term rubric. Today, I want to teach you a new word— rubric. A 
rubric is a tool we can use to measure something or see how good something is. 
I thought we would make a rubric to grade how clean our desks were (or cad-
dies, cubbies, etc.).

Starting with the highest level, suggest the “traits” or categories of such a 
rubric.

Ask students to describe what each trait would look like in a “clean” desk/
caddy/cubby. Jot down their descriptions. 

Add a second chart to the left of “Clean” and label it “Pretty Clean.” Students 
again describe the same traits for this level. (Rubrics describe the same trait 
categories at every level.)

Add one more chart to represent the lowest level of the rubric. Don’t label it 
“Messy,” as that implies a negative connotation. Rather, label it something 
more neutral (e.g., “Time to Clean”). Repeat the process of jotting down the 
students’ descriptions per trait/category.

Identify each level with a number— Clean = Level 3, Pretty Clean =  Level 2, 
Time to Clean = Level 1. 

Whole-Class Writing: 
As a class, assess a couple of desks/caddies/cubbies. Using the rubric lan-
guage, help students answer these three questions about each desk/locker:

• What score does this desk/caddy/cubby earn? Which level is it most like?
• Why is that score appropriate? (Justify it with criteria from the rubric.)
• What needs to be “revised” in the desk/caddy/cubby to up its score?

Honor the early readers by includ-
ing graphic images to represent 
each trait on the rubric. 

The power in making kid-friendly 
rubrics with students is that they 
understand the criteria. This 
makes it possible for students to 
then apply the rubric in self- and 
peer-assessment. 

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

While building the desk or caddy 
rubric, students will most likely 
attempt to tidy theirs. However, a 
key component is self-assessment. 
So, prohibit students from reach-
ing into their desks or caddies 
to clean. Consider having them 
move to the carpet to execute this 
lesson. 

Teacher Tip

Traits for a
CLEAN DESK

Books
Folders
Trash
Pencil box/School supplies

Traits for a
CLEAN CADDY

Crayons
Pencils
Scissors
Glue

Traits for a
CLEAN CUBBY

Coats/Clothing
Bookbag
Loose papers
Trash

Encourage the use of definitives 
in rubrics. All and few/none clearly 
define the top and bottom levels 
of the rubric. This is a better option 
than identifying precise quantities. 

Teacher Tip
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View several rubrics 
created with students 
via the online resource. 
To be clear, these are 
just examples. They 

are not intended to be the rubric 
that is posted in the classroom. 
Individual teachers should build 
rubrics with their own students.

MINI-LESSON #1— PART 2: Build a simple writing rubric
NOTE: Before this mini-lesson, prepare 4-5 writing samples all on the same 
topic (e.g., playing outside, my family, self-portrait, fun time at recess). 

• Generate a low sample. Consider the weakest writer and create a writ-
ing sample similar to his level. 

• Generate a high sample. Consider the 
 strongest writer and create a writing sample 
slightly better than his level. 

• Generate the middle samples. Then create 
two or three additional examples to represent 
the in-between levels. 

Yesterday we learned what a rubric was. Then we built a rubric to measure 
how clean our desks/caddies/cubbies were. Today we are going to build a  
writing rubric. This will help us know if we are doing our “best” writing and 
how to make it even better.

1. Read the previously-made writing samples in no particular order. 

2. Ask Which is the best writing? 
• Tape students’ selection to the far right of a piece of chart paper. 
• Label this “best” sample as 5-star writing.
• Discuss why students think it’s the best. 
• Note these qualities and characteristics (i.e., criteria) below the sample.

Create the class rubric on a per-
manent surface (e.g., chart paper, 
construction paper, etc.)— not on 
the whiteboard or overhead. This 
tool will be a permanent fixture in 
the writing environment.

The discussion is imperative. Stu-
dents need to articulate why one 
writing is better than another. If 
they can’t assess differences, then 
they can’t attain them. These char-
acteristics become written criteria 
that is organized by the traits and 
noted below each writing sample.

SECTION 7: BUILDING RUBRICS

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

Generate
1 LOW
sample. 

Generate
1 HIGH
sample. 

Generate 2-3 
MIDDLE samples. 

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Writing Rubric
«

3. Then ask Which is the second best? 
• Tape the second-best example to the left of the highest one. 
• Label it as 4-star writing.
• Discuss its strengths and weaknesses. What does the 5-star writing have 

that this one doesn’t (e.g., more colors, details, words/sentences, etc.)? 
• Note these qualities and characteristics (i.e., criteria) below the sample.

4. Repeat this process with the remaining writing samples.

5. Conclude the rubric-making process, asking students Which one is the  
     best? What level are you striving for?

Independent Writing:
Assign a writing topic that is different than the topic used within the rubric 
samples. Encourage students to strive for the highest level. 

Mentor Text

The number of rubric levels de-
pends on how extreme the range 
is between the strongest and 
weakest writers in the class. And 
since writing samples are based on 
high/low levels of students in that 
class, expect that rubrics built in 
various rooms of the same grade 
level will look different. 

Two important notations regard-
ing the writing samples:
1. Create samples; do not use 

actual student writing. 
2. Students have a hard time 

seeing the difference in quality 
when the anchor papers are 
written on different topics. 

1 «2 «3 «4 «5
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MINI-LESSON #2: Update the rubric frequently
As new skills are taught, expectations should increase. Consequently, as the 
year progresses, “up the ante” on the initial writing rubric (Mini-Lesson #1, 
p. 55). As mini-lessons are taught, those skills have to be added to the rubric. 
This holds students accountable. Teach more, then expect more. About once 
a month (or when the strongest writers begin to achieve the highest level 
regularly), raise the bar on the rubric. 

NOTE: Before this lesson, prepare one additional writing sample (on the 
same topic as the previous benchmarks). This one should incorporate mul-
tiple skills recently taught, making it slightly better than the previous 
“highest” level. Additional levels might include skills like:

Gather students near the posted rubric and begin the mini-lesson. Your writ-
ing is getting so good! Some of us were writing like this (point to lower lev-
els), but now you’re writing more like this (point to middle levels). And some 
of us are writing like this (point to highest level). This is very exciting because 
it means we’re all getting better, and it’s time to make a new writing goal. So 
today we will take a few minutes to update our rubric. Reveal the new bench-
mark sample and post it on the rubric (to the right of those previous). 

Facilitate a conversation about the sample’s characteristics.
• Let’s review the new skills we have learned. (Point to the yearlong 

6-Traits bulletin board, p. 52.)  
• How is this writing sample different that the one in the level below it? 

Identify one new skill and the trait it falls under. We learned that writ-
ers should ___ . Let’s add that to the rubric. How should we word it? Add 
the kid-friendly criteria below this new benchmark sample. 

• Identify another skill recently taught but not represented on the rubric. 
Identify the trait it targets and add the skill to the rubric criteria.  

• Continue this process until the new benchmark writing is dissected for 
the various qualities/characteristics it possesses.

Independent Writing: 
Students return to a previous writing, compare it to the updated rubric, and 
make revisions. Or, students start a new piece honoring higher expectations.

All students will not be at the top 
level of the rubric when it’s time 
to update it. Make sure students 
know this is okay. The goal is steady 
growth and improvement— just 
moving to the next level and then 
the next.

• More details within the picture.
• More labels around the picture.
• A complete thought below the picture. 
• Correct spelling of word-wall words.
• Multiple/More sentences.
• More Wow! words.

• Correct sentence conventions. 
• Varied sentence beginnings (v. I like).
• A strong title.
• A clear beginning sentence.
• A clear ending sentence. 
• Transitions (v. So, So, So, And, And).

SECTION 7: BUILDING RUBRICS

Teacher Tip

Reference the rubric regularly 
when conferring with students 
(Mini-Lesson #7, p. 26) during 
Writing Time. Inquire about the 
various skills and criteria taught 
and captured on the rubric. This 
not only holds students account-
able for skills previously taught, 
but also gets them in the habit of 
self-assessing their work.

Teacher Tip

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Writing Rubric
«1 «2 «3 «4 «5

•
•
•
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Follow-Up Lessons
Repeat this mini-lesson about once 
a month. Consider all the new skills 
learned, incorporate them into a 
new writing sample and add it to 
the growing rubric. 
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SECTION 7: BUILDING RUBRICS

Teacher Tip

Grow the same holistic rubric
It’s not necessary to generate a separate rubric per writing unit. The 
same rubric that was originally created (Mini-Lesson #1, p. 55) will 
be updated all year long. However, the writing samples will dra-
matically change throughout the year. For example: Level 1 may be 
predominantly a picture, and Level 5 has word labels floating around 
the picture. But as students learn to write complete thoughts and add 
details, Level 8 may have a small picture and a couple of sentences. 

Always add levels; don’t remove any. Honor the growth students have 
already made; let them see where they were and where they are now. 

As writer expectations grow 
throughout the year, provide par-
ents an updated copy of the rubric 
each time it is revised.

Always place the lowest level 
of the rubric on the left and the 
highest on the right. This mimics 
the progression for reading a sen-
tence. Readers move forward or 
demonstrate progress by moving 
to the right. 

Low High

High

Low

Teacher Tip

If creating a vertical 
rubric, move upwards 
to show progress or 
success. Always add 
levels to the top.

Plan for wall space
Assuming a new level is added every month or so, by the end of the 
school year, this rubric may include 12-15 levels! Therefore, plan for 
the necessary wall space. This is not a temporary anchor chart. The 
rubric will be a permanent resource in the classroom environment. 
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Identify a limitless level-labeling system
Avoid referencing levels with descriptive language like OK Writing, 
Getting Better, Good Writing, Terrific Writing, etc. These are limited. 
What comes after “Terrific”?  Also be careful of thematic labels (e.g., 
Olympic medals). The first three levels maybe  Bronze Writing, Sil-
ver Writing, Gold Writing, but again, what about levels 4, 5, 6, etc.? 
It’s best to utilize a limitless labeling system like numbers or stars.

A section of the caterpillar’s body was added to the rubric as each level was 
introduced. Notice the final level added was the “butterfly” level.
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Rubrics must include criteria— not just benchmark samples. They must 
include a detailed description of how the levels differ from one another. 

• Criteria can be noted on 
sticky notes and adhered 
to the benchmark writings. 

• If the criteria is listed 
below the writing samples, 
then keep similar trait 
criteria together. This can 
be accomplished by adding 
the trait icons adjacent to 
the skills and/or writing the criteria on colored sentence strips.  

SECTION 7: BUILDING RUBRICS

Dissect benchmark samples for specific criteria

To ensure the rubric is kid-friendly 
for the students, the criteria could 
be written by the students.

Teacher Tip
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Transition from a holistic to analytic rubric
Rubrics can be abstract and confusing for young students. Consequent-
ly, a simple holistic rubric that focuses on seeing the changing writing 
samples may be more appropriate than one bogged down with lots of 
written criteria (e.g., words and descriptions).

However, as the year progresses and students are improving as readers 
and writers, they may be ready for a more detailed analytic rubric with 
trait-organized skills. Consider replacing the holistic rubric with a new 
5-point analytic rubric. Transfer the expectations from the previous 
rubric so that the “high” from the 
holistic is still the “high” within 
the analytic. 

When it’s time to update the 
rubric, skills will now be added 
within levels as opposed to add-
ing any more levels. See addi-
tional lesson resources via the 
online resource.

Some primary teachers make the 
shift to this rubric at the semester 
break.

Follow-Up Lesson

Video Clip
Watch “Convert Rubric Scores to 
Grades” via the online resource. 
This video article includes a hyper-
link to the Rubric Calculator. 



ML #5     p. 62  See shapes in hard-to-draw objects
ML #8     p. 64  Draw feelings on faces
ML #9     p. 65  Magnify close-up details
ML #11   p. 66 Insert name/proper noun details
ML #12   p. 66 Revise to add more details

ML #1     p. 60  Apply color details
ML #2     p. 60  Utilize true-to-life color details
ML #3     p. 61  Create self-portraits
ML #5     p. 62  See shapes in hard-to-draw objects
ML #6     p. 63  Add setting details (“where” details)
ML #7     p. 63  Adjust size/proportion details
ML #9     p. 65  Magnify close-up details
ML #10   p. 65 Incorporate number details
ML #11   p. 66 Insert name/proper noun details
ML #12   p. 66 Revise to add more details

ML #3     p. 61  Create self-portraits
ML #4     p. 61  Draw people in action
ML #5     p. 62  See shapes in hard-to-draw objects
ML #6     p. 63  Add setting details (“where” details)
ML #7     p. 63  Adjust size/proportion details
ML #8     p. 64  Draw feelings on faces
ML #9     p. 65  Magnify close-up details
ML #11   p. 66 Insert name/proper noun details
ML #12   p. 66 Revise to add more details
ML #13   p. 67 Tell stories in three parts

59Launching the Writer’s Workshop: Grades K-2, Kristina Smekens and Linda Schmidt
 2018 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.

SECTION 8

At first glance, it may seem irrel-
evant to develop students’ pictorial 
writing skills, but the payoff in the 
end is significant. Students who 
think of details, talk in details, and 
draw out details will grow to be 
students who label (Section 9) and 
list (Section 10) with more details. 
This in turn causes them to write 
more detailed sentences (Sections 
11-13). 

Pictorial writing is worth teaching. 
But don’t just tell students to draw 
with details, teach them how using 
explicit lessons.

Trait-Based Mini-Lessons

P

I

E

Drawing
Pictures



The first “Park” scene 
has black flowers, blue 
grass, and an all-green 
character. The revision 
utilizes accurate colors.

MINI-LESSON #1: Apply color details
NOTE: Before the lesson, photocopy 
the same coloring page three times 
and color it three different ways. 

Reveal a black and white coloring 
page. Describe the scene in general, 
but question what isn’t obvious (e.g., 
What color is the girl’s shirt? What 
flavor/color is the cake? What does 
the table look like?). Explain that the 
reader is left with questions when the 
writing lacks color.

Show the same page colored. Discuss 
how the colors help tell the story and 
add more information. Generate a de-
scriptive sentence about it. Show the 
same page colored a different way. 
Discuss how different colors indicate 
different information.  

Independent Writing: 
Provide students with multiple cop-
ies of a second picture to color 2-3 
different ways. With a partner, have 
them share oral descriptions of each one.

MINI-LESSON #2: Utilize true-to-life color details
NOTE: Before the lesson, prepare 2-3 pictorial writing samples where the 
colors used are inaccurate (e.g., an orange apple, a purple dog, a bowl of blue 
Cheerios, etc.). 

Reveal the samples and ask students to identify the subject matter in each 
piece. After they guess incorrectly, reveal the answer. Inquire what would 
have made the topic/idea more clear (i.e., using accurate colors). Explain that 
writers attempt to communicate information to their readers accurately. This 
is achieved when colors closely match the way the objects look in real life. 

Hold up a couple of everyday objects (e.g., a banana, a plant, etc.). Place them 
next to the illustrations/photographs in recently read texts. Explain that 
illustrators use true colors (e.g., a banana is drawn in bright yellow, a plant 
with green leaves sits in brown dirt, etc.). 

Redraw the 2-3 original pictorial writings using true-to-life colors. 
 
Independent Writing:
Brainstorm topics that lend themselves to color details (e.g., candy store, 
birthday party, the classroom, etc.). Encourage true-to-life colors.
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SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

Study the illustrations in Goodnight 
Moon by Margaret Wise Brown. 
Point out how in between each 
color illustration is a black/white 
illustration. Ask students which 
illustration reveals more informa-
tion. Which is more interesting? 

Access dozens of coloring pages 
at  www.thecolor.com. In addition, 
utilize the website’s digital color 

palette to execute  
several examples of 
accurate versus  
inaccurate coloring 
(Mini-Lesson #2, p. 60).

The girl 
blows out 
the three 
birthday 
candles.

The girl loves the color 
pink. Her shirt is pink. 
Her cake is pink. And 
the tablecloth is pink. 
She blows out the 
three pink candles on 
her two-layered cake. 

Sitting behind the 
wooden table, the 
little girl blew out 
the three red candles 
from her all-choco-
late birthday cake. 

At her very colorful 
birthday party, the 
girl blew out the three 
multi-colored candles 
from her lemon cake 
that was topped with 
white icing. 

Mentor Text

Teacher Tip

P I E

IDEAS

IDEAS

P I E

Mentor Text
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MINI-LESSON#3: Create self-portraits
Teach young writers to draw detailed people rather than simply stick people. 
The more a student thinks and draws in details, the more he can label in the 
future. During this mini-lesson, the teacher will draw a self-portrait while 
the students observe.

Today we’re going to start learning how to draw people with more detail and 
using more color. And the first person we’re each going to draw is ourselves!

1. Start with the head/face. Talk about skin 
tones. (Using mirrors, have students look at 
themselves. For the first time, many real-
ize they have different skin colors than their 
peers.) Determine the best choice of skin 
colors— orange, brown, black, etc. Using that 
crayon color, make a circle for the head. (Start 
at the top and draw counterclockwise, like 
when teaching students to form the letter “o.”)

2. Look down at shirt/top; select a color that 
matches. Compare the shape of the torso to a 
rectangle. Draw a rectangle directly under the 
circle head.   

3. Note arm shape (rectangles). Draw them. 
4. Study pant color and select a corresponding 

crayon color. Discuss leg shape (i.e., rectangle) 
and draw them. 

5. After creating the basic body shape, add a couple 
of details like hair, hands, shoes, eyes, nose, and 
mouth. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Lead a directed drawing, where students create self-portraits in five steps. 

MINI-LESSON #4: Draw people in action
Study the characters depicted within the illustra-
tions of recently read picture books (e.g., characters 
sitting on the bus, jumping rope, eating, etc.). 

Compare those illustrations to previously-drawn self-
portraits (Mini-Lesson #3, p. 61). Notice the position 
of the arms and legs in different actions. Create an 
anchor chart that reveals 3-5 ways to draw people in 
motion.

Independent Writing:
Students identify a favorite activity/game at recess 
and draw themselves doing it.  

SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

run
dash
jog
sprint

throw
catch
grip

watch 
wait
sit

Students will need to know how to 
draw basic shapes for this lesson 
(e.g., circle, rectangle, etc.). 

Although students love having 
more crayon colors, most primary 
teachers prefer the traditional 
8-pack on their supply lists. Di-
rected drawings go much faster 
when students don’t have so many 
color choices. 

P I E

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

WORD
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P I E

Such details will provide more pic-
torial details to label, list, and write 
sentences about in the future. It’s 
also an avenue to begin discuss-
ing action verbs (Mini-Lesson #10, 
p. 86).

Teacher Tip

For tips to draw more 
actions, search images 
of “stick people in ac-
tion.”

Teacher Tip
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SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

If students have not yet mastered 
drawing shapes precisely, provide 
them of copy of the Mini-Shape 
Book. Depending on what the 
student wants to draw, show him 
how to choose the appropriate 
shape size and proportion. Then 
place it under his paper and trace 
over top.

MINI-LESSON #5: See shapes in hard-to-draw objects
Besides people/characters, writers have to be able to draw other objects, too. 
(Identify some of those items by looking at previously read picture book illus-
trations.)

Ask students if they have ever had a hard time drawing an object. Admit to 
not being the best artist either, but to knowing a trick. Teach students to use 
their math skills to draw anything by breaking an object down into multiple 
shapes. 

Identify an object in the classroom. I want to draw Claire’s desk. If I look 
at it carefully, I can see a rectangle for the top of the desk and 4 lines for the 
legs. Draw the object on chart paper while talking about its shapes. 

If we think of the shapes that make up the object, then we can draw it in 
simple steps. Identify additional objects and the combination of shapes that 
compromise them. 

• Classroom door (1 large rectangle for the door, 1 small rectangle for the 
window, and 1 circle for the doorknob)

• A pencil (1 rectangle for the pencil, 1 square for the eraser, and 1 tri-
angle for the tip) 

• House (1 square for the house and 1 triangle for the roof)
• School bus (1 long rectangle and 4 circles for wheels)
• Flower (1 circle for the center, several ovals for the petals, and 1 line for 

the stem)

Whole-Class Writing:
Guide students through directed drawings of various objects by breaking 
them down into individual shapes. 

Independent Writing:
Identify objects within the classroom for students to draw. 

Pencil Box

Table

Calendar

Toy Shelf

Tree

School Bus

Flower

House

P I E
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SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

MINI-LESSON #6: Add setting details (“where” details)
Remind students how important accurate details are in pictorial writing. 
Emphasize that students can give their readers even more information 
when they add a setting to the main idea.

Return to a previous writing. Recall the event/topic (e.g., baseball game). 
Reveal additional details about where the story is happening or the infor-
mation takes place. This may include props/objects in front or behind the 
main character/subject, weather rele-
vant details, other nearby objects, etc. 

Demonstrate how to add setting 
details to a previous piece. Explain 
how the addition of setting details 
helps the reader better understand 
the writing. 

Independent Writing:
Students add setting details above, 
below, beside, in front, and behind the 
main character/subject within previous drawings.

MINI-LESSON #7: Adjust size/proportion details
Play “What’s wrong with this picture?” Show the class some illustrations 
where proportion or spacing is off. Point out the reader’s potential confusion.

 • When the character is taller than the house, the reader might wonder   
        if it’s a doll house.
 • When the character is bigger than the car, the reader might wonder if   
        it’s a Matchbox car.
 • When the character is smaller than a balloon, the reader might 
        wonder if it’s a hot-air balloon.
 • When the dog is larger than the character, the reader might wonder if 
        it’s a horse.

When writers draw objects and/or add details to the setting, they must be 
aware of accurate size and proportion details. Items that are larger should 
be drawn larger. Items that are smaller should be drawn smaller. This will 
help the reader better understand the writer’s ideas.

Independent Writing:
With their next writing topics, encourage students to fill the whole page, 
including a variety of setting details (Mini-Lesson #6, p. 63). Remind them 
to apply correct color (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 60) and size/proportion details to 
convey accurate information to the reader.

Insert setting details using math 
vocabulary: above, below, in be-
tween, etc.

This mini-lesson addresses the 
characters’ heads students draw 
that are significantly larger than 
their bodies.

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #8: Draw feelings on faces
Writers can communicate character feelings within their pictures. The ex-
pressions depicted on the faces of their subjects tell the reader how they feel 
in opinion writing or how characters feel in narratives. 

Discuss how facial expressions in illustrations match the real faces people 
make when they feel that way. Have students make each face themselves 
and notice the shape of their classmates’ eyebrows, eyes, and mouths.

Study illustrations from previously-read picture books (e.g., smiling faces, 
frowning faces, angry faces, etc.). Point out how different facial features 
convey if a character is happy, sad, mad, scared, etc. Note in particular the 
shape of the eyes, eyebrows, and mouths.

Model how to add feeling details to pictorial writings.

• Draw a nondescript face. 
• Recall a personal memory (e.g., mad when daughter cut her hair, ner-

vous when drove in a blizzard, proud when child scored a goal, etc.).
• Retell the story, adding details to the eyes, eyebrows, and mouth. 
• (If age appropriate) Write sentences with corresponding feeling words.

Whole-Class Writing:
Provide How to Draw Feelings templates to 
each student. Feeling by feeling, guide students 
through a directed drawing of facial expres-
sions. This will be a reference tool for their 
future pictorial writings. 

Independent Writing:
Students draw about a time they were mad, 
sad, happy, hurt, etc. Remind them to utilize 
the How to Draw Feelings handout as a re-
source for including facial expressions and feel-
ing details. 

SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

How-to-Draw Feelings

Happy  Excited                                    Surprised/Shocked

Sad   
     Hurt/Crying 

Mad/Angry   
   Upset/Confused  

Sad   Hurt/Crying                              Scared

How-to-Draw Feelings

Happy   Excited                                 Surprised/Shocked

Mad/Angry   Upset/Confused Sleepy/Bored

Connect this lesson to Mini-Lesson 
#13, p. 67. Explain how character 
feelings can change throughout 
the parts of the story.

Depict feelings visually using the 
Let Your Voice Be Heard poster, by 
Smekens Education. 

PICTURE CLUES AUTHOR’S WORDS

happy, excited
crying, sad
angry, furious
very sorry

smile, high eyebrows
frown, low eyebrows, tears, looking down
eyebrows angled, eyes spiraled
eyes spiraled, tongue hanging out

P I E

Visual Trigger

Follow-Up Lesson

VOICE
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MINI-LESSON #9: Magnify close-up details
Have children take a walk outside and look through a magnifying glass. 
Encourage children to look at the world more closely (looking at the grass, 
the playground, the blacktop, etc.).  Discuss the 
close-up details they see and how they could 
draw them.

Explain that writers have to look at the world 
closely. They study things to see the tiny details 
(e.g., the texture of a tree, a ladybug on a branch, 
etc.). Close-up details give the reader just a little 
more information about the story/topic. 

Pull out previous pictorial writing. Point out the 
close-up details that could be added to each. 

• Indicate the center of the flower is prickly by 
adding dots. 

• Add red circles to indicate apples in the tree.
• Include the tiny windows on an airplane in the sky. 
• Add circles to replicate the chain links on the swing set. 

Independent Writing:
Students return to previous drawings and add close-up details. And/Or stu-
dents begin a next new drawing and include close-up details.

MINI-LESSON #10: Incorporate number details
Using a previous drawing, review pictorial writing skills previously taught:

• Close-up details (e.g., spikes on cleats, trophies in hands)
• Setting details (e.g., outside, sunny)
• Feeling details (e.g., smiles on faces)
• People in action (e.g., arms up in celebration, jumping in the air)

Explain that including a bus number on the bus, an 
address on the house, or writing the age on the birth-
day cake makes the writing information more accurate. 
Finding places to add number details into the pictorial 
writing is one more way to reveal more to the reader.

Return to the previous writing and discuss where num-
ber details could be inserted.

• To the scoreboard, add the scores. 
• To the characters’ jerseys, add the uniform numbers.

Independent Writing:
Students return to previous pieces and add number details. And/Or stu-
dents could include them within their next new drawings.

SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

Training students to include tiny 
details in their pictures will pay off 
later when they are ready to add 
details to their sentences. Students 
who develop pictorial ideas will 
become writers who develop ideas 
in sentence writing, too. 

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #11: Insert name/proper noun details
Words on trucks, store buildings, restaurant signs, and clothing provide a 
great opportunity to discuss name details (proper nouns). Including these 
types of details provides more information for the reader and makes the 
writing more real and believable. 

Review previous drawings to determine where name details could be added. 
Model ways to incorporate names within a pictorial writing:

• Write the name of the school on the building/marquee  
(e.g., ____ Elementary School). 

• Write the brand name of tennis shoes on the side (e.g., Nike). 
• Write the football team name on the jersey (e.g., Steelers). 

Independent Writing:
Students return to previous drawings and add name/proper noun 
details. And/Or students include them within their next new 
drawings. 

MINI-LESSON #12: Revise to add more details
NOTE: Before this lesson, read a lift-the-flap book such as Go Away, Big 
Green Monster! by Edward R. Emberley. 

Reveal a pictorial writing, identifying the different 
types of details it utilizes. 

• True-to-life color details (e.g., blue eyes)
• Close-up details (e.g., curly hair)
• Number details (e.g., one hole for the lost tooth)
• Feeling details (e.g., open-mouth smile)

After reviewing picture details, reveal a simple, non-
descript pictorial drawing. Tell students the topic, as it’s likely not apparent 
(e.g., playing basketball). Think Aloud about the types of details that could 
be added to this piece and specifically where they could be added. 

• Color details  • Setting details • Feeling details 
• Close-Up details  • Number details 
• Size/Proportion details • Name/Proper Noun details

Tape a transparency 
over top the original 
to create a lift-the-flap 
effect. Using perma-
nent markers, add 
multiple details. When 
the revision is com-

plete, lift up the transparency to reflect on the original. Emphasize that the 
additional details made the writing clearer for the reader. 

Independent Writing:
Students select a previous drawing, add a transparency flap, and use per-
manent markers to include additional details. 

SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

More name/proper noun details 
can be found on the scoreboard  
in the pictorial writing from Mini-
Lesson #10, p. 65.

P I E
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Once students are quickly and 
independently drawing people/
objects, then up the ante. Require 
them to use as many colors in their 
pictures as they are years old. If 
the student is five years old, then 
he should use five crayon colors. If 
the student is six years old, then he 
uses six crayons. (This may require 
moving from an 8- count crayon 
box to a 16- or 24-count.) 

Teacher Tip

Execute several mini-lessons 
from Section 8 (pp. 60-66) before 
delivering this one. It will serve as a 
review of previously taught picto-
rial writing details.
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MINI-LESSON #13: Tell stories in three parts
Reveal a wordless picture book. 
Discuss how the story is told without 
any printed words; the illustrations 
tell the story across multiple pages. 
Flip to three pivotal pages that reveal 
the beginning, middle, and end of the 
story. Compare the three parts to a 
train— engine (beginning), middle car 
(middle), and a caboose (ending). 

Reveal a previous drawing. Tape a 
piece of paper to the left and to the 
right of the original. Tell the students 
what happened just before and just 
after the original moment. Compare the three pages to the three cars of the 
train.

Model how to brainstorm details/events/information that occurred “before” 
and “after” the original piece. Refer to these as the beginning and ending of 
the pictorial writing. 

Whole-Class Writing: 
Retell a class experience/memory in detail (e.g., eating lunch in the cafete-
ria). While retelling the topic, guide students through a directed drawing 
that includes a beginning (waiting in line), middle (eating with friends), and 
end (clearing tray).

Independent Writing:  
Students return to a previous piece and tape paper to either side of a previ-
ous pictorial writing. Then they add pictures and word details to tell the 
whole story. Or, students start a new, first draft about a personal memory 
or a recently read text. They should draw three related images to represent 
the beginning, middle, and end of the event/story.

.

SECTION 8: DRAWING PICTURES

P I E

Connect this lesson to 
reading instruction. 
Retell the beginning, 
middle, and end of 
a recently read text. 
Photocopy illustrations 
representing each part or gener-
ate pictures/recall words for each 
train car. 

Teacher Tip

ORGANIZATION

Initially the “middle” includes only 
one detail/event. However, future 
lessons can push students to add 
more “middle” details and tape on 
more “middle car” pages to go in 
between the engine (beginning) 
and caboose (ending).
Deliver additional lessons about 
genre-specific beginnings and 
endings.
• Narrative beginnings  

(Mini-Lesson #13, p. 121)
• Narrative endings  

(Mini-Lesson #14, p. 122)
• How-to beginnings and endings 

(Mini-Lesson #15, p. 123)
• Opinion/Persuasive  

beginnings and endings  
(Mini-Lesson #16, pp. 124-125) 

Follow-Up Lessons
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ML #1     p. 70  Identify objects with labels
ML #2     p. 71  Match words to pictures
ML #3     p. 72  Label initial sounds
ML #4     p. 72  Stretch word within the ABC Chart
ML #5     p. 73  Label the room
ML #6     p. 73  Label stickers
ML #7     p. 74  Label multiple details
ML #8     p. 75  Label photos
ML #9     p. 75  Include 2-word labels (Adjective + Noun)
ML #10   p. 76 Label key vocabulary in big books

SECTION 9

Previous lessons have taught 
students that writers share stories/
information orally and through 
drawn pictures (Section 8). Now 
it’s time to formally introduce the 
third mode of communication— 
writing ideas with letters and 
words. 

Encourage students to return to 
a previous drawing within their 
writers’ notebooks to add written 
labels. This puts the focus of Writ-
ing Time on holding a pencil rather 
than a crayon. 

Trait-Based Mini-Lessons

P
I
E

Labeling
Pictures
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SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

MINI-LESSON #1: Identify objects with labels
Bring in several boxes of food. Point out the illustrations/photographs on 
the outside of the packaging. Compare the visual images to their pictorial 
writings/drawings. Then read the label that identifies what food is found 
inside the box. It makes it even more clear to the reader to have pictures and 
words. 

Reveal several canned foods brought from 
home— some with labels and some without.

• Hold up a label-less can and discuss how the 
contents are unknown. It’s just a plain metal 
can. There is no picture and there are no 
words. (It would be a real mystery trying to 
cook a meal if all the cans were plain.)

• Hold up a second can, this one with its origi-
nal label. The paper wrapper tells the cook what’s inside in two ways: 
with a picture and with labeled words. 

Writers use labels, too. We can make our ideas more clear to the reader by 
including words that label the pictures we draw. When we add letter/word 
labels to our drawings, then the reader better understands what our picture is 
all about.

Reveal a previous pictorial writing/drawing. Recall the topic of the draw-
ing (e.g., my family). Explain that the topic is the main label. Compare it to 
a title. Whatever our drawing is about is the same thing we could label it. 
Model how to stretch out the topic into a title label.

Independent Writing: 
Have students return to a previous 
drawing and add a topic/title label.

Store names/logos are authentic 
examples of labels. These help 
the consumer know what’s inside 
each building. Compare this to 
several buildings side by side 
with no store names, labels, or 
logos to identify them. What kind 
of confusion would this cause for 
a shopper?

®

Mentor Text

IDEAS

Review the three ways writers 
communicate to readers (Mini-
Lesson #1, p. 12).

Teacher Tip

P I E



71Launching the Writer’s Workshop: Grades K-2, Kristina Smekens and Linda Schmidt
 2018 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.

P I EMINI-LESSON #2: Match words to pictures
NOTE: Before executing this lesson, photocopy pages from different first-
word books. Remove/white-out the word labels. Then photocopy this word-
less version, one copy per student. 

The previous mini-lesson (Mini-Lesson #1, p. 70) was all about what to 
write for the label. This lesson teaches students where to write the label. 
Show inside pages of several previously read picture books that include 
labels. (See Mentor Text suggestions.) Point out that a label is near the pic-
ture. It may be above, below, to the right or the left of the picture— wher-
ever there is extra space.

Some of the books may also have a line pointing from the picture to the la-
bel. Physically connecting the words with their pictures is a way to “match” 
them together. 

SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

Model labeling based on students’ 
readiness— initial sounds only, 
then initial and end sounds, and 
ultimately all sounds within a 
word. 

…for simple word/noun labels
Alphabet Mystery, A. Wood
First 100 Words, R. Priddy
First 100 Animals, R. Priddy
Growing Vegetable Soup, L. Ehlert
How Things Work in the House,  

L. Campbell Ernst 
My Little Word Book, R. Priddy
Picture This, A. Jay
Scaredy Squirrel [series], M. Watt
Thesaurus Rex, L. Steinberg

My First Word Book, Angela Wilkes

Mentor Text

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

Model for students how to:
• Select a previous drawing.
• Think Aloud to determine a part that could be labeled.
• Identify nearby white space. 
• Draw a line from the visual to the white space. 
• Stretch out the word-label while writing it. 
• Choose another facet of the picture to label and repeat the process.

Whole-Class Writing:
Pass out the photocopied pages and lead a directed writing. Item by item, say 
the name of an object, and then show them how to write that name as a label 
nearby.  Model how to stretch out each sound and place the label near its image. 

Independent Writing:
Using a previous drawing, students add multiple word labels providing the 
reader several details about the topic. 

Thesaurus Rex, L. Steinberg
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Use the digital ABC 
Chart and project it 
in front of the class. 
Apply digital images 
during this lesson.

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #3: Label initial sounds
NOTE: Before the lesson, gather images that are small enough to fit within 
each box of the ABC Chart (e.g., clipart, magazine photographs, etc.) and 
represent everyday objects that students are familiar with.

Today we’re going to continue working 
on labeling pictures. Reveal a laminat-
ed ABC Chart poster. 

1. As a class, first “read” the ABC chart  
    letter by letter, reviewing the initial  
    sound of each. 
2. Then, pull one picture from the pile  
    and show it to the class.
3. Study the photo and identify its  
    main idea/object (e.g., beach).

4. Then stretch-out the word orally. Repeat the word over  
     and over, emphasizing the initial sound (e.g., /b/). 
5. Tape the image onto the ABC Chart based on the first  
     letter heard (e.g., B box).

Whole-Class Writing:
Continue revealing visuals. With the students’ help, identify the object and 
say it slowly, listening for sounds heard. Adhere each photo to the chart 
based on its initial sound. 

Independent Writing:
Using a previous drawing, students add multiple letter labels providing the 
reader several details about the topic. 

MINI-LESSON #4: Stretch word within the ABC Chart
This lesson utilizes images that have been previously sorted and taped to 
the ABC Chart by their initial sounds (Mini-Lesson #3, p. 72).

Today we’re going to continue working on labeling pictures. Reread each 
letter and say each object currently posted on 
the ABC Chart (e.g., B, /b/, beach). Then slowly 
sound-stretch the rest of the word. Write the word 
label in the alphabet box (under the image previ-
ously taped). 

Whole-Class Writing:
Continue stretching each letter label into a word 
label. Remind students that sounds heard can also be written. 

Independent Writing:
Using a previous drawing, students add multiple word labels providing the 
reader several details about the topic. 

SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

Although this is a whole-class 
Writing Time, send students to their 
individual seats. While the teacher 
writes the stretched-out word label, 
the students follow along touching 
the letters of their individual letter 
strips adhered to their desk tops. 
This is great practice for when they 
will write labels independently. 

beach

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

CONVENTIONS

CONVENTIONS

Repeat this lesson activity as 
holidays/seasons change. This will 
provide students an additional 
spelling resource in the classroom.

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #5: Label the classroom
Some teachers start the school year with the room labeled. However, there 
is great power in having students involved in building the print-rich envi-
ronment. When students know that certain words are in the room, then they 
look for them when they are writing. 

Review what a label is— a way to identify something using pictures and 
words. Discuss objects in the classroom that could be labeled (e.g., sink, 
door, teacher’s desk, trash can, etc.). 

Whole-Class Writing:
Have each student identify an object in the room that needs a label. As they 
think of one, give them an index card to stretch out the word and add a 
picture. (After the lesson, collect the students’ labels, laminate and display 
them within the classroom on the objects they identify.)

MINI-LESSON #6: Label stickers
Review that labels include a visual/picture and words that match. But that 
doesn’t mean students have to generate the visual to have something to 
label. Try using stickers. This is a great way to practice generating words, 
stretching sounds, and writing letters without students spending time draw-
ing with crayons. 

• Demonstrate how to pull a sticker from a sheet and place it near the 
top of each box. (Students need lots of space below it to write the word 
label.) 

• Model how to identify what the object is. Think Aloud using specific 
word choice; be precise (e.g., ball versus kickball or baseball or football 
or basketball). Say it quietly. Stretch it out several times.

• Then write the word label below the sticker within the same box. 

Independent Writing:
Pass out sheets of stickers and the template paper to adhere them to. (Pho-
tocopy the page template front-to-back to double the number of word labels 
students generate.)

SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

Students who are already writing 
on a line could utilize this template 
instead. The sticker goes in the 
small box at the end of the line.

Sticker Labels

Teacher Tip

WORD
CHOICE

WORD
CHOICE

As more phonics and spelling 
principles are learned, repeat this 
lesson to generate new more-
accurate labels for objects within 
the classroom.

Follow-Up Lessons

P I E
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If students included a lot of color 
details in their pictorial writings, 
then there may be little space left 
for labeling. And writing overtop 
crayon wax can be difficult. Teach 
students how to use mailing labels 
to create space for word labels.

Follow-Up Lesson

MINI-LESSON #7: Label multiple details
NOTE: Before the lesson, select a pictorial writing created during a previ-
ous mini-lesson or a picture book with multiple labels per page.

Today we are going to begin labeling mul-
tiple parts of the same picture. 

• Read/Review the topic/title of the piece. 
• Then look closely at the visual. Recall 

the details from the story/information 
drawn. Think Aloud about different 
details you see within the drawing. 

• Model how to draw a line from the de-
tails to some nearby white space. 

• Then sound-stretch the detail while 
writing it in the white space.

• Repeat the process and label several 
more details within the same drawing. 

Identify these labels as details. More than simply identifying the drawing’s 
topic/title, these labels give the reader even more information; they further 
develop the idea.

Independent Writing:
Using a previous 
drawing, students 
are to add multiple 
word labels pro-
viding the reader 
several details about 
the topic. 

SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

Once students get comfortable 
with this process, challenge them 
to label as many details as they are 
years old. 

• 5-year-olds label 5 details.
• 6-year-olds label 6 details.
• 7-year-olds label 7 details, etc.

Topic

Topic

Follow-Up Lesson

IDEAS

How Things Work in the House, L. Campbell Ernst

…with multiple labels per page
Growing Vegetable Soup, L. Ehlert
How Things Work in the House,  

L. Campbell Ernst 
Scaredy Squirrel [series], M. Watt
Thesaurus Rex, L. Steinberg

Mentor Text

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #8: Label photos
NOTE: During the days prior to this lesson, take several pictures of stu-
dents engaged in various activities throughout the school day (e.g., working 
with math manipulatives, reading in literacy stations, going through the 
cafeteria line, participating in a field trip, getting ready to go home, etc.). 
Print several copies of each photo centered onto paper, leaving lots of sur-
rounding white space.  

Review that labels include a visual/picture and words that match. But that 
doesn’t mean students have to generate the visual to have something to 
label. Try using photographs. This is a great way to practice generating 
words, stretching sounds, and writing letters without students spending 
time drawing with crayons.

Reveal a personal photograph. Project it onto 
a screen or tape it onto chart paper. Then, 
orally retell the experience that is depicted 
in the picture. Model labeling the picture 
with key words to show how these additional 
words/details give the reader more informa-
tion about the topic or event. 

Independent Writing: 
Reveal the student photographs taken previously. Explain that students 
will select a photo of their choice and then recall what was happening in 
that scene. Students will then stretch-out multiple word-labels and note 
them in the surrounding white space. Their goal is to reveal more informa-
tion than what is obvious. 

MINI-LESSON #9: Include 2-word labels (Adjective + Noun)
Reveal a drawing that was previously 
used in a labeling mini-lesson. Retell the 
topic/story while reviewing all the close-
up details included in this initial draw-
ing. During the retelling, mention the 
nouns already labeled (e.g., ear, collar), 
but also include adjectives in oral retell-
ing.

Model how to then revise each label by 
inserting an adjective detail in front of 
the already written noun. (For example, 
next to collar, write red. Above ear, write 
floppy.) Explain that this will provide the 
reader even more information about their 
topics/stories.

Independent Writing:
Students return to a piece they previously labeled with nouns. Now they 
add adjectives, too.

SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

Save these labeled photographs in 
students’ writers’ notebooks. When 
they are developmentally ready, 
have them use the labels and 
stretch the details into complete 
sentences.

This lesson requires students to 
understand the concept of adjec-
tives/descriptive details. 

During Writing Time, students are 
juggling many tasks:
• generating appropriate  

adjectives and nouns,
• stretching sounds,
• forming the written letters, etc.
Consequently, don’t require them 
to also draw the picture from 
scratch. Instead, return to previous 
drawings or provide photographs 
to be labeled.

tall 
fence

green 
grass

round bubbles

small bush

four 
kids

yellow 
bottle

Follow-Up Lesson

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

WORD
CHOICE

IDEAS

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #10: Label key vocabulary in big books
Combine students’ label-writing skills with content-area learning. Bring to 
today’s mini-lesson a previously-read, nonfiction big book. 

• Open to a page with memorable content in the photograph(s).
• Study the illustration(s)/photograph(s). Recall remembered facts, infor-

mation, and vocabulary as it pertains to this photo. 
• Model how to label those facts, details, and expert vocabulary using 

sticky notes.
• Use sound-stretch spelling and write a label.
• Adhere it to the page near the visual detail. 
• Repeat the process with another detail within the same image.

Independent Writing:
Partner students and give them each a pad of sticky notes and a big book. 
Assign them space on the floor to spread out. Have them work together to 
label the objects/ideas within the different pages of the book. 

Provide explicit procedures, including:

• How to turn each page, discuss the content as they remember it, and 
then label images with sticky notes.

• How many labels expected per page.
• What to do when there is not a photo on both pages of the two-page 

spread. 

SECTION 9: LABELING PICTURES

This is a great way to assess stu-
dents’ understanding and retention 
of math, science, and social studies 
content.

Repeat this Writing Time activity 
for several days. Give partners a 
different informational text each 
day. Simply pull off the sticky notes 
created by each team at the end 
of each day in preparation for the 
next pairing. This gives them lots 
of labeling practice and allows 
them to retell several information-
al texts/content-area concepts. 

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

WORD
CHOICE

P I E
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ML #4     p. 80  List details within the ABC Chart (Step 1)
ML #6     pp. 81-82 Generate a book of lists 
ML #12   p. 90 Organize ABC-Chart details (Step 2) 

ML #1     p. 78  Identify characteristics of lists
ML #2     p. 79  Write on a line
ML #3     p. 79  Center details around one topic
ML #4     p. 80  List details within the ABC Chart (Step 1)
ML #5     p. 81  Inspire details with photographs
ML #6     pp. 81-82 Generate a book of lists
ML #7     p. 83  Describe secret settings
ML #8     p. 84  List sensory details
ML #9     p. 85  Generate adjective-noun lists
ML #10   p. 86 Improve action verb choice
ML #11   pp. 87-88 Sequence procedures/directions
ML #12   pp. 89-90 Organize ABC-Chart details (Step 2) 
ML #13   p. 91 Pre-write with a BME/Storyboard organizer
ML #14   p. 92 Pre-write with a Dissected Web

ML #4     p. 80  List details within the ABC Chart (Step 1)
ML #7     p. 83  Describe secret settings
ML #8     p. 84  List sensory details
ML #9     p. 85  Generate adjective-noun lists
ML #10   p. 86 Improve action verb choice
ML #12   p. 89 Organize ABC-Chart details (Step 2) 
ML #13   p. 91 Pre-write with a BME/Storyboard organizer

SECTION 10

Before jumping to sentence 
writing, provide instruction on 
list writing. This writing stage 
targets some conventions, with-
out forcing students to attend 
to all of them. When generating 
lists, students can fine-tune let-
ter formation, stretch out spell-
ings, write on a line, and space 
between words. Not to mention, 
they are developing topics with 
more details, stronger organi-
zation, and more precise word 
choice.

Initially, the list is the writing. 
But eventually, listing is just a 
step in the writing process— the 
pre-writing step. Students need 
to learn to list and organize their 
ideas before they write complete 
sentences. This is when universal 
graphic organizers become 
valuable. 

Trait-Based Mini-Lessons

P

I

E
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Listing
Words
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

MINI-LESSON #1: Identify characteristics of lists
NOTE: Before this mini-lesson, gather a variety of “personal” lists.

• List of groceries to buy.
• List of errands/things to do.
• List of things to teach in lesson plan book.
• List of things to pack/bring somewhere. 
• List of contacts/phone numbers.

Share the lists with students identifying the topic/title and the itemized 
specifics. Explain the purpose of a list— that it helps someone remember 
important information. Point out that each idea is represented in a couple 
of words, For example, the errand-running list might simply read “dry 
cleaner,” but that stands for, “Go to the dry cleaners and pick up the winter 
coat you dropped off last week to be cleaned.”

Discuss the physical characteristics of the lists, connecting them to the 
traits of writing.

• The paper is long and narrow. 
• Words are written on lines.
• The title identifies what the list is all about.
• One idea is stated per line.
• There are lots of ideas/details listed on one topic.
• Word choice is very specific (e.g., proper nouns, reference specific types/

items, etc.).
• Some lists prioritize or sequence items/tasks. Some lists sort items/

tasks into smaller categories (e.g., plan book organized by subjects, 
lunch menu organized by days of the week, etc.).

• A “used” list may include checked boxes or items crossed off.

Whole-Class Writing:
Assign small groups to different areas/locations within the classroom. Tell 
them to look carefully in that location to find examples of lists (e.g., lists 
on the wall, informational posters, procedural lists, itemized/content lists, 
name lists, etc.). 

After several minutes, have groups rotate to a different spot in the room 
looking for lists. Continue rotating until all groups have been to all areas. 

Conclude the Writing Time sharing out the lists found. Review the list 
characteristics within each one.

The notion that 1-2 words rep-
resents a complete thought will 
become important when teaching 
students how to stretch words 
into sentences (see Mini-Lesson 
#5, p. 99).

Oliver’s Must-Do List, S. Taylor Brown

Piggie Pie! M. Palatini

Wallace’s Lists, B. Bottner

Scaredy Squirrel [series], M. Watt

Some lists will include addi-
tional text features that can be 
addressed in future mini-lessons. 
• One picture shown per item.
• Numbers indicate sequence.
• Numbers indicate priority.
• Letters next to items reveal 

alphabetical order.
• Headings sort listed ideas into 

smaller categories.

P I E

Mentor Text

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lessons

ORGANIZATION
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

MINI-LESSON #2: Write on a line
Compare the physical look of lists versus labels. Labels float the words 
around the image (e.g., above, below, next to, etc.). However, in lists, words/
details are stacked vertically and written on lines (often below 
a title/topic).

Moving to list writing is another step closer to sentence 
writing. It’s hard for the reader to follow the ideas if the 
letters/words/sentences are all over the page. This is why 
words are written neatly on a line; they are easier to read. 

Define the idea of writing on a line by using a piece of yarn or 
a ruler. Reveal how words in books are printed on imaginary 
straight lines. Model how this looks when writing. 

Independent Writing:
Students individually copy words onto their lined papers. This allows them to 
focus just on letter formation and writing on a line and not to have to gener-
ate ideas or stretching out word spellings, too. 

MINI-LESSON #3: Center details around one topic
Using personal lists from Mini-Lesson #1, p. 78, point to the title at the top 
of each. Explain that the topic of the list is also the title written at the top— 
it’s what the words/details are all about.

Reveal a new list— this one without a title. Read each of the items and 
Think Aloud to determine the list’s focus/main idea. What would this be a 
list for? What might be the title/topic/purpose for this list? Write the title/
topic for the list at the top.

Whole-Class Writing:
Reveal several more lists without titles. Read each of the items and ask 
students to infer the title/topic. After identifying the list topic, challenge 
them to think of additional details/items that could be added to that same 
list. 

What’s the topic/title? 

Pick a day/time

Order cake

Write out invitations

Call grandparents

Buy presents

Things to do to 
plan a party

What’s the topic/title? 

scissors

pencils

markers

glue stick

eraser

Things inside a  
student school box

Before the lesson, prepare writing 
paper by gluing yarn to the base-
line of the lined paper. As students 
are writing, this will give them a 
tactile reminder to write their let-
ters on the line. 

Teacher Tip

P I E

CONVENTIONS

ORGANIZATION
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

MINI-LESSON #4: List details within the ABC Chart (Step 1)  
With a solid understanding of the organization and format of a list (Mini-
Lessons #1-#3, pp. 78-79), advance the instructional focus to the trait of 
ideas. Target specifically idea development— thinking of as many details as 
possible about one topic using the ABC Chart.

Announce a topic (e.g., winter) and jot it in the middle of the ABC Chart. In 
no particular order, brainstorm words and phrases associated with winter 
(e.g., snow, cold, etc.). Emphasizing the initial letter sounds for each of those 
words, write them within the alphabet boxes based on the letter they start 
with using a black marker. 

After listing several obvious details (e.g., snow, cold, snowman, etc.), cap the 
marker and act as if the list is complete.

Grab a second marker color (e.g., red marker), study the ABC Chart, and 
begin to Think Aloud about letter boxes that are empty. 

• Hmmm... I don’t have anything under letter A yet. What starts with A 
and has to do with winter? Angels, like snow angels. Write that down in 
the A box. 

• I don’t have a B-word, either... Boots! 
• I already have Cold for letter C.
• But I need a D-word... And continue the process of brainstorming topic-

related details for each box on the ABC Chart. 

When all/most of the boxes are complete, point out the difference between 
the initial details generated (black marker) and the numerous additional 
ones that came in a second round of brainstorming (red marker). Attribute 
this to the ABC Chart. The empty letter boxes force the writer to pause and 
consider any relevant details that start with that letter/sound.

Spend time explaining that every box does not have to have a detail. If stu-
dents can’t think of a Q-word or a U-word, that’s fine. The opposite is true, 
as well. Point out the multiple words within the S-box (e.g., snow, snowman, 
snow fort, snow ball fight, etc.). Don’t limit the brainstorming to just one 
detail per letter. The ABC Chart serves simply as a memory jogger; it’s not a 
“worksheet” to fill out.

With the chart complete, note that the words written in black were first 
thoughts. But, the ABC Chart prompted several more. Count the number of 
additional words/details written in red. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Using the laminated ABC Chart with write-on/wipe-off markers, identify 
a new writing topic in the middle. Facilitate students’ brainstorming and 
stretching out related details. 

Independent Writing:
Provide a laminated ABC Chart for every 3-4 students. Groups brainstorm 
ABC details on a given topic. They stretch out and write the words on the 
laminated charts. 

Project the ABC Chart 
onto the whiteboard 
using one of the digital 
versions available via 
the online resource. 

Or, purchase and laminate the 
18” x 24“ ABC Chart published by 
Smekens Education. Order from 
www.TheLiteracyStore.com. 

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

P I E

After completing each ABC Chart, 
take a photograph of it. These 
details will be relevant in future 
instruction (Mini-Lesson #12, pp. 
89-90).

Teacher Tip

Rather than using the ABC Chart 
to generate details about a writing 
topic, use it to assess compre-
hension and understanding of 
recently-learned content. Use the 
ABC Chart to recall details from 
text, review subject-area content, 
reflect on a field trip, etc. 

Follow-Up Lesson

Use two different marker colors for 
these Writing Time activities. Use 
one marker color for the obvious 
details. Then, when the brainstorm-
ing lulls, switch colors and move 
through the empty boxes on the 
ABC Chart.

Teacher Tip
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P I EMINI-LESSON #5: Inspire details with photographs
NOTE: Before the lesson, take pictures of places/settings familiar to the 
students (e.g., playground, cafeteria, community places, etc.). 

We’ve been making lists about 
things we know about and can 
recall from memory. Today I want 
to teach you that you can also make 
detailed lists based on photographs. 

Reveal one of the setting 
photographs. Identify the topic 
(e.g., our classroom, the cafeteria, 
Samson Park, etc.). Write it above 
the picture. Then, model how to 
make a list of words associated with 

that topic/setting by identifying objects seen in the photo. Repeat the process 
with a second photograph, this time with the students’ help. 

Independent Writing:
Provide students an assortment of photos/magazine images (or reprint the 
same photos used in Mini-Lesson #8, p. 75). Students each select a photo, 
glue it onto the handout template, and note the topic/title. Students list 
related words and details on the lines below.

MINI-LESSON #6: Generate a book of lists
NOTE: This lesson series will span numerous days or weeks and provide 
students lots of practice generating lists.  

We’re going to create a book of lists. This will give us a lot of practice using 
different skills we’ve learned. Let’s review what we know.

• Lists have a title or topic (trait of organization).
• Lists include many details associated with that title/

topic (trait of ideas).
• Words are written on lines (trait of conventions).
• Sound-stretch spelling (trait of conventions) helps 

writers use precise words (trait of word choice).
• Letters are formed correctly (trait of conventions).

Fold a piece of chart paper vertically. Title the chart, 
“Things That Are Red.” Identify objects that are red. (Add 
pictures at the end of each line item if any writers still 
rely heavily on pictorial writing.) Repeat this process 
with the students’ help. Turn the chart paper over and 
title it, “Things That Are Blue.” 

Independent Writing:
Whether students work independently, in pairs, or in groups, have them 
generate lists for various topics. (See suggestions on p. 82.)

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

Execute this lesson utilizing the 
same list-paper template students 
will use during Independent 
Writing Time. Choose the most 
appropriate format based on 
students’ writing skills. See options 
within the margin of p. 82. 

Some students will write short 
phrases rather than simply word 
lists. In that case, teach/review 
spacing between words, as well 
(Mini-Lessons #3-#4, pp. 97-98).

Title
Title

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

IDEAS

P I E

Search the internet for 
photographs relevant 
to subject-area learn-
ing. Provide instruc-
tion on how to “read” 

images, collect details, and infer 
information. This is a relevant skill 
in any informative-writing unit. 
For more information, read “Col-
lect research with images “ via the 
online resource.

Follow-Up Lessons

Teacher Tip

See p. 82 for dozens of additional 
topics for the all-class book of lists.

Follow-Up Lessons
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

List Title

List Title

List Title

Build a book of lists

Color Lists 
Things that are red.
Things that are blue.
Things that are green.
Things that are orange.
Things that are yellow.
Things that are purple.
Things that are black.
Things that are brown.
Things that are white.

Location Lists
Things in a classroom.
Things in a bedroom.
Things in a kitchen.
Things in a refrigerator.
Things in your desk.
Things in your backpack.
Things in your car/van/truck.
Things in the cafeteria.
Things on the playground.
Things in the grocery store.
Things in the library.
Things at the beach.
Things/Animals on a farm.
Things/People at a restaurant. 

Science Lists
Types of insects.
Types of animals.
Types of weather.
Parts of the body. 
Parts of plants. 
Types of vegetables.
Types of fruits.
Things that float.
Things that sink.
Things that fall.
Things that fly.
Types of animal homes/habitats.
Things that live in the ocean.

Social Studies Lists
People in my family.
Teachers in the school.
People in the community.
Things in a doctor’s office.
Things in a dentist’s office.
Things/Holidays people celebrate.

Math Lists 
Things that are round.
Things that are square.
Things that are triangular. 
Types of coins.
Days of the week.
Months of the year.

Sensory/Opposites Lists 
Things that are big.
Things that are small.
Things that are hard.
Things that are soft.
Things that are tall.
Things that are short. 
Things that are loud.
Things that are quiet.
Things that are hot.
Things that are cold.
Things that are wet.
Things that are dry.
Things that are smooth.
Things that are rough.

Seasonal Lists
Things to wear in the summer.
Things to wear in the winter.
Things to do outside in summer.
Things to do outside in winter.
Things to eat in the summer.
Things to eat in the winter. 

P

I

Favorites Lists 
Favorite TV shows/cartoons.
Favorite foods.
Favorite snacks/candy.
 

 
Favorite recess games/activities.
Favorite toys (Christmas List).
Favorite pets/animals.
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P I E

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

MINI-LESSON #7: Describe secret settings
Remember when we learned to include setting details within our pictorial 
writing (Mini-Lesson #6, p. 63)? Those same details are part of list writ-
ing and sentence writing, too. As we know, the more details we include, the 
clearer our ideas are for the reader. 

Reveal a list of clue details (e.g., live elephants, 
ferocious tigers, funny clowns, ring master, but-
tery popcorn, glittery costumes, etc.). Based on 
those setting details, can you guess what place 
I’m describing? Show them the photograph of 
the circus.

Discuss which details were helpful in guessing 
the topic/location. Which ones are particular to 
that specific setting only? Emphasize that list-
ing details about a setting requires the writer to 
be very choosy about his details. 

Independent Writing: 
I’m going to give each group an envelope. In it is a photo of a secret location. 
When you pull out your photo, make sure no other group sees it. Discuss/
Whisper about the objects that might be found in that setting. 

Students are not limited to the objects they see in the secret photo. They can 
list anything that someone would expect to see/find at this location.

Within each group’s envelope, include multiple copies of the same Secret 
Setting handout. Although students brainstorm as a group, each student 
practices sound-stretch spelling and writing on a line using his own hand-
out.

During Author’s Chair, let each group read its clue lists for the class to 
guess the secret location. Ask the class which precise words/details were 
most helpful in guessing the location. 

Consider including images of well-
known places unique to the com-
munity. Take photos of 
those places and add 
them to the Secret Set-
ting template provided 
on the online resource.

Make sure the class doesn’t guess 
the setting until all clues for one lo-
cation have been read. The group 
worked very hard to generate the 
list; give them a chance to read all 
the words on it.

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

WORD
CHOICE
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P I E MINI-LESSON #8: List sensory details
After teaching students about the five senses (i.e., smell, sight, sound, taste, 
touch), incorporate sensory details into future list-writing mini-lessons. 
This will be another type of detail kids can use in the future within their 
sentence writing. 

Identify a food all students would know about (e.g., M & Ms). Using the 
Sensory Details handout, model how to describe that food using each sense. 

Provide students an edible treat (e.g., cookie), one different than the one 
used in the teacher model. Together, complete the sensory sentences, brain-
storming several options before writing the best one on each line.

Independent Writing:
In pairs, have students eat another snack (e.g., pretzel, cracker, popcorn, 
etc.) and complete the Sensory Details handout.

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

looks

smells

feels

sounds

tastes

Topic

Annotation: Pretzel
It looks skinny.
It smells (like) nothing.
It feels bumpy.
It sounds crunchy.
It tastes salty.

WORD
CHOICE

The cookie           looks _______.

The cookie           smells ______.

The cookie           feels ______.

The cookie           sounds ______.

The cookie           tastes ______.

The M&M           looks round.

The M&M           smells sweet.

The M&M           feels smooth.

The M&M           sounds crunchy.

The M&M           tastes chocolatey.

Apply sensory descriptions/com-
parisons to topics other than food 
(e.g., “My Mommy,”  “Pond,” etc.). 

Follow-Up Lesson

Annotation: Pond
The pond looks quiet.
The air smells damp.
The pinecones feel rough.
The wind sounds loud.
The wild blueberries taste sweet.
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2-Word Lists

P I EMINI-LESSON #9: Generate adjective-noun lists
Broaden students’ personal vocabularies and target descriptive list-writing 
with this next lesson. Create two columns using a pocket chart, chart paper, 
or the whiteboard. Label them “Color-Word Adjectives” and “Nouns.” 

We know we can make lists from things 
we can see/observe. If I look around 
our classroom and spot the plant in 
the corner, then I could write “plant.” 
But I could add another detail about 
the plant; I could include the color, too. 
Color words are adjectives. They de-
scribe the objects, the nouns. By listing 
an adjective for every noun, you are 
giving the reader even more details and 
that makes your writing even better.

Model a second object. Point it out, 
name it, and write its noun-name on the 
chart. Then note its color, identifying it 
as an adjective and writing it in the first 
column. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Students continue to brainstorm nouns 
and adjectives creating two-word lists. (Throughout the mini-lesson, rein-
force the terms “adjective” and “noun” so students are learning the proper 
writer’s vocabulary.)

Independent Writing:
Provide photos on the 2-Word Lists handout. Students generate adjective-
noun lists based on objects seen in the image. 

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

Broaden students’ understanding 
of adjectives to include more than 
just color words. Add a second ad-
jectives column. Require students 
to describe a noun with both a 
color word and a sensory descrip-
tive word (Mini-Lesson #8, p. 84). 

…with multiple adjectives
Brown Bear, Brown Bear, B. Martin, Jr.
Harry the Dirty Dog, G. Zion
Little Neighbors on Sunnyside Street, 

J. Spanyol
Lunch, D. Fleming
One Duck Stuck, P. Root
The Very Kind Rich Lady and Her  

One Hundred Dogs, C. Lee
The Wide-Mouthed Frog, K. Faulkner

Follow-Up Lesson

Mentor Text

WORD
CHOICE

In order to observe the color 
within the images, the individual 
handouts need to be photocopied 
in color, pulled up digitally on 
individual devices, or projected 
onto a screen. 

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #10: Improve action verb choice
When making lists, most 
people think in nouns and 
a few adjectives. But strong 
action verbs need to be 
part of building a student’s 
vocabulary, too. Without it, 
future sentences will likely 
contain precise nouns and 
descriptive adjectives— but 
simple verbs (e.g., go/went, 
get/got, etc.).

• Reveal an action-packed photo. 
• Share typical verbs and simple 

sentences students would likely use  
to describe the scene. 

• Study the photo. Think Aloud about 
the actions/verbs evident in the scene. 

• Act out a few of the movements.
• Make a list of stronger verbs to describe  

the same scene/photograph (e.g., grip,  
spin, crouch, climb, etc.).

• Create a second list of sentences  
describing the same scene and  
utilizing the stronger action verbs. 

Repeat the same process with a second photo/visual. This time, include the 
students in the brainstorming of words and generating of sentences. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Project a third scene. Guide students to look at  
different facets of the image and generate  
topic-related action verbs.

Independent Writing:
Provide students a third scene. Encourage them  
to list topic-related action verbs evident within  
the photograph.

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

WEAK VERBS:
The kids are having fun.
The girl goes up the steps.
The boy is on the jungle gym.
The merry-go-round went in a circle.

STRONG VERBS:
The kids grip the bars tightly.
The merry-go-round spins in a circle.
The boy crouches under the bar.
They climb up the steps.

…with strong action verbs
Let’s Play Basketball! C. R. Smith Jr.

Piggie Pie! M. Palatini

Snakes, D. T. Greensberg

Thesaurus Rex, L. Steinberg 

Verdi, J. Cannon

Action Verb Lists

P I E

Mentor Text

WORD
CHOICE

Differentiate this Writing Time task 
for stronger writers. After listing 
verbs, then they write out whole 
sentences on another page. 

Teacher Tip

Action Verb Lists
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

MINI-LESSON #11: Sequence procedures/directions
Bring in several boxed foods with the recipe on the back (e.g., brown-
ies, macaroni and cheese, etc.). Define this as procedural or step-by-step 
writing. Compare it to any class-procedure posters. Explain that the steps 
teach the reader how to do something. 

Demonstrate how to write a list of procedures on a familiar topic (e.g., how 
to do laundry).

• Title the how-to list (e.g., How to do laundry). 
• Think Aloud about the process. Visualize it and describe the little 

details from beginning to end. 

Restate the process again, this 
time writing out the steps one at 
a time. Frequently pause to point 
out that:

• The list of steps is vertical.
• Each step is numbered. 
• Each step includes written 

directions. 
• Each step has a matching 

picture. 

Introduce the concept of sequence 
and the importance of order.
Clarify that this type of list is very 
different than those previously 
made. These lists must sequence 

the details/steps. So students have to first imagine/act out the entire 
process and then write the steps in that same order. 

If the steps were in a different order, would the outcome be the same? If a 
step or two were left out, would it matter? Conclude the lesson with the 
importance of accurate sequence for the reader’s sake.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Announce today’s writing topic (e.g., describe 
today’s schedule). Follow the process above 
and guide students through a directed writ-
ing, listing each facet of the school day from 
beginning to end (e.g., attendance, calendar, 
reading, special, etc.). Continually point out 
the importance of keeping everything in the 
right order.   

Independent Writing:
At the conclusion of the mini-lesson, an-
nounce a writing topic or allow students to 
choose their own. (For suggested how-to list-
writing topics, see p. 88.)

How to Clean Your Room in 10 Easy 
Steps, J. Larue Huget & E. Koren

How to Babysit a Grandma, J. Reagan
How to Babysit a Grandpa, J. Reagan
The Pumpkin Book, G. Gibbons
Scaredy Squirrel, M. Watt

P I E

Mentor Text

ORGANIZATION

Model how-to lists that students 
have some background knowl-
edge on, but that they cannot 
“steal” as their own. This puts the 
emphasis on learning the skills 
and instruction, rather than copy-
ing the details when it’s their turn. 

Teacher Tip

For a little added support, brain-
storm the steps together, creat-
ing an all-class list of sequenced 
pictures only. Then students return 
to their seats to independently 
write the words/phrases/simple 
sentences for each step. 

Teacher Tip
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Teach the reader with step-by-step lists

Create sequence lists based on subject-area content

Generate listed information based on reading
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

How to get dressed. 
How to get ready for school. 
How to get ready for bed.
How to brush your teeth.
How to wash your hands.
How to tie your shoes.
How to blow a bubble.
How to make a PBJ sandwich.
How to make a pizza.
How to make chocolate milk.
How to play tag.
How to build a sand castle.
How to build a snowman.

Eventually students generate 
how-to/procedural writings using 
whole sentences. See Mini-Lesson 
#15, p. 123 for more lesson ideas. 

Teacher Tip

How plants grow.
How birds make nests.
How the water cycle works.
How to measure temperature.
How a frog’s life cycle works.
How to solve a math problem.
How a chick hatches. 
How a caterpillar turns into a butterfly.

What do you do to get ready for school?

Retell a story in order (literature).
Retell steps of a process (informational text).
Retell a person’s life from birth to death (biography).
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SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

MINI-LESSON #12: Organize ABC-Chart details (Step 2) 
Details collected onto an ABC Chart (Step 1) are then organized based on the 
content and genre (Step 2).

Sequence ABC Details
Do you remember when we used the ABC Chart and recalled details after 
reading Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse, by Kevin Henkes? (See Follow-Up Les-
son on p. 80.) Well, I took a photo of the ABC Chart at the end of that day 
and used it to rewrite all the details you had thought of. This time, though, I 
put all the details onto sticky 
notes. Reread the sticky notes 
one by one to remind students 
what the details were.

But that was only Step 1. To-
day I want to teach you Step 2; 
we’re going to organize the list. 
Right now it’s in alphabetical 
order. But that’s not how the 
details came out in the story. 
Let’s put the details in the or-
der they happened in the story. 

• Pull off the sticky notes and adhere 
them to chart paper in no particular 
order. (This will make it easier for 
students to read them.)

• Remove the ABC Chart completely. 
• Draw a large Beginning-Middle-End 

graphic organizer on the board. 
(This is often referred to as a Story-
board Organizer.)

• Review the importance of retelling 
the details in order. 

• Then ask, Which details happened 
first/in the beginning in the story?

• As students identify the details that 
happened first, second, third in the 
story, move them into their appro-
priate positions on the organizer.

• When done, declare that they have successfully retold the story in 
order.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Repeat the process using sticky-note details from another recently read text.

This lesson supports pre-writing 
in two steps: First, list ABC details; 
second, sequence the details. To 
advance students to a one-step 
process, see Mini-Lesson #13 on 
p. 91.

P I E

Follow-Up Lesson

ORGANIZATION

ALL STORIES/NARRATIVES and SOME 
INFORMATIONAL TOPICS are presented in a 
chronological order (e.g., life cycles, historical 
events, biographies, etc.). For these pieces, 
sort the listed details into a sequence, as 
described below. 

ALL OPINIONS/PERSUASIVES and SOME 
INFORMATIONAL TOPICS are best written 
organized by reasons and main idea. For these 
pieces, sort the listed details into categories of 
a web, as described on p. 90.

In order to focus this lesson on 
Step 2 only, return to photographs 
taken of completed ABC Charts 
after executing Mini-Lesson #4, p. 
80.  

Teacher Tip

Project the ABC Chart 
onto the whiteboard 
using one of the digital 
versions available via 
the online resource. 

Or, purchase and laminate the 
18” x 24“ ABC Chart published by 
Smekens Education. Order from 
www.TheLiteracyStore.com. 

Teacher Tip
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Categorize ABC Details
Do you remember when we used the ABC Chart and listed details all about 
the first Thanksgiving? (See Follow-Up Lesson on p. 80.) Well, I took a 
photo of the ABC Chart at the end of that day and used it to rewrite all 
the details you had thought of. This time, though, I put all the details onto 
sticky notes. Reread the sticky notes one by one to remind students what 
the details were.

But that was only Step 1. Today I want to teach you Step 2; we’re going to 
organize the list. Right now it’s in alphabetical order. But that doesn’t help 
us remember the information. We need to group the details that are related. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• Pull off the sticky notes and adhere them to chart paper in no particu-
lar order. (This will make it easier for students to read them.)

• Remove the ABC Chart completely. 
• Draw a large Web graphic organizer on the board.
• Explain the importance of putting similar details together to create 

logical organization for the reader. 
• Select 2-3 related details, lift the sticky notes and cluster them togeth-

er on the whiteboard. 
• Think Aloud about how they are related. I put these together because 

they are all about... These are all types of... These are parts of... 
• Add the category/relationship above the cluster (e.g., vegetables eaten 

at the first Thanksgiving).
• This prompts students to quickly notice other details that go within 

that same category. Move them into their appropriate positions on the 
organizer.

• When one category is exhausted, then inquire if anyone sees another 
set of details that go together. Be sure to not only group like ideas, but 
also label them. What do these details have in common? 

• Continue this process until all the details have been grouped into 
categories.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Repeat the process using sticky-note details from another informational 
topic. 

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

P I E
ORGANIZATION

MINI-LESSON #12: continued

List details in 
support of an 
opinion or posi-

tion (e.g., Summer is the best season). 
Then organize the details into web 
categories based on the reasons 
they support:
• Fun outside activities— swimming, 

baseball, camping, etc.
• Great seasonal foods— BBQ, corn 

on the cob, watermelon, etc.
• Light-weight clothing— shorts, flip 

flops, t-shirts, etc.

Follow-Up Lesson

This lesson supports pre-writing 
in two steps: First, list ABC details; 
second, sequence the details. To 
advance students to a one-step 
process, see Mini-Lesson #13 on 
p. 91.

Follow-Up Lesson

In order to focus this lesson on 
Step 2 only, return to photographs 
taken of completed ABC Charts 
after executing Mini-Lesson #4, p. 
80.  

Teacher Tip

Project the ABC Chart 
onto the whiteboard 
using one of the digital 
versions available via 
the online resource. 

Or, purchase and laminate the 
18” x 24“ ABC Chart published by 
Smekens Education. Order from 
www.TheLiteracyStore.com. 

Teacher Tip

P I E
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MINI-LESSON #13: Pre-Write with a BME/Storyboard organizer
Introduce the BME/Storyboard graphic organizer. Compared to a train, writ-
ing must always include an engine (beginning), middle car (middle), and ca-
boose (ending) within their writing. For a short while, the 3-part BME works. 

Identify a previously read story (e.g., Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse by Kevin 
Henkes). Retell the text/event listing one detail per box using the traditional 
3-box Storyboard.

Then reveal the 5-box Storyboard organizer. Using the same text/event, jot one 
detail per box. Explain that the 3-box version presents the middle as equiva-
lent to the beginning and the ending, but the 5-box version adds many more 
details. Compare this to a longer train with more middle cars.  

Whole-Class Writing: 
As a class, complete a 3-box Storyboard on a second text or event. Then, flip 
through the text to remind students of smaller details they could add. Provide 
each student a 5-box organizer to individually stretch the middle of the same 
text or event. NOTE: Students are not writing a first draft. They are only list-
ing details as a pre-write. 

Independent Writing:
Using the 5-box Storyboard, students retell recently read texts, explaining the 
story (literature) or steps (informational text) in sequence. NOTE: Students 
are not writing a first draft. They are only listing details as a pre-write. 

Beginning

Middle

Ending

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

Compare a pictorial writing with 
three pages taped together (Mini-
Lesson #13, p. 67) to the BME 
graphic organizer. 

Emphasize that the details noted 
are not complete sentences. This 
pre-write is a quick list of key 
words and phrases only.

P I E

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lessons

ORGANIZATION

Beginning

Middle

Ending

Middle Middle

Push students to develop ideas 
further with 9-box Storyboards.
See p. 88 for additional informative 
writing topics that lend themselves 
to the 5-box and 9-box organizers.

Beg.

Middle Middle

Middle

Middle Middle Ending

Middle

Middle
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Teach students how to compose a 
first draft using a completed Dis-
sected Web. Each oval represents a 
paragraph in the future first draft. 
The above-the-oval label serves as 
a topic sentence, and the “pieces” 
become the supporting detail sen-
tences. Emphasize that the more 
details within the dissected oval, 
the more developed the paragraph 
will be.

Follow-Up Lesson

MINI-LESSON #14: Pre-write with a Dissected Web
Students are typically familiar with the Web organizer (see A below). The 
topic or main idea goes in the center oval. The spin-off ovals contain multiple 
details on smaller, related subtopics. The expectation is that each oval pro-
duces a meaty paragraph. However, students often jot only a single detail per 
oval. Then, when the ovals are filled up, they begin to draw in more single-
detail ovals (see B below). This tends to produce “listy” writing, limiting the 
effectiveness of the traditional Web graphic organizer.

The Dissected Web is a stronger option (see C above). Each oval is broken into 
many “pieces” implying multiple details comprise a single subtopic. 

Reveal an informative 
writing topic or recently 
read informational text 
(e.g., “How Animals 
‘Talk’”).

1. Identify subtopics 
or labels for each 
oval based on the 
main idea (e.g., 
make noise/sounds, 
rely on scents, 
mark territory, do 
things with their bodies). 

2. Recall important details, relevant facts, and related vocabulary. 
3. Note them within each subtopic oval. If there are more details than 

“pieces,” model how to add more lines to an oval.

Whole-Class Writing:
Reveal a recently read text or a previously-taught content-area concept (e.g., 
Native Americans). Identify subtopics for each oval (e.g., clothing, weapons, 
food, homes, traditions/celebrations). Facilitate students’ brainstorming of 
multiple details per subtopic. 

Independent Writing:
Announce a new topic (e.g., describe a favorite place). Students each 
complete a Dissected Web, organizing details into provided subtopics 
(e.g., where it is, what it looks like, what do there, etc.). A student 
example is available via the online resource.)

SECTION 10: LISTING WORDS

Besides elaboration, a second ben-
efit to the Dissected Web is that it’s 
harder to write a whole sentence 
in the smaller shapes. Pre-writes 
are for key words— not whole 
sentences.

P I E

Teacher Tip

ORGANIZATION

Connect the concept of a  
Dissected Web to Step 2 of the ABC 
Chart on p. 90. Review the First 
Thanksgiving examples within 
“Categorize ABC Details.” 

Teacher Tip A B C

Students aren’t writing any first 
drafts during this Writing Time; 
they are simply practicing their 
pre-writing skills. However, con-
sider saving these Dissected Web 
pre-writes to have students write 
first drafts on another day.

Teacher Tip



ML #1     p. 96  Apply directionality
ML #2     p. 96  Compare letters v. words v. sentences
ML #3     p. 97  Separate words with spaces
ML #4     p. 98  Improve readability with spaces
ML #5     p. 99  Stretch words into sentences
ML #6     p. 99  Begin sentences with capital letters
ML #7     p. 100 Reread to hear punctuation
ML #8     p. 100 Find writer mistakes
ML #9     p. 101 Conduct focused edits
ML #10   p. 101 Fix fragments with Spider Legs
ML #11   p. 102 Review with conventions characters 
ML #12   p. 102 Crown a conventions court
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ML #7    p. 94  Develop oral language 
ML #7    pp. 94-95 Introduce a new sentence skill monthly

Sentences
Writing

SECTION 11

As vocabulary increases and let-
ter sense improves, students are 
ready to manage the conventions 
of sentence writing. This requires 
explicit instruction on how to 
space between words, capital-
ize first words of sentences, and 
punctuate with end marks. 

For a while, these skills will be 
“after-thoughts” for young 1writ-
ers. They will go back and edit 
for convention errors. But even-
tually, push students to apply 
first-draft conventions.

Instructional Insights

Trait-Based Mini-Lessons

P
I
E
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Students have to speak in sentences before they can write sentences. 
This process starts the first day of school and is a daily component 
within the primary classroom for the rest of the year.

Identify a sacred time in the school day to gather the class for a focus on 
oral language development. (Many teachers target this during their daily 
calendar time or community circle.) Spend the whole year driving home 
the point that a sentence is a complete thought. 

One student a day will experience sentence writing in front of the whole 
class. Initially this includes him saying a sentence, but eventually 
evolves into him writing a sentence or more. Focusing on only one 
student and one sentence allows for differentiation—providing more or 
less support depending on the writer’s needs. 

While offering this one-on-one instruction, other students are listening. 
After the helper creates his sentence, the rest of the class repeats it. 

As the year progresses, use this time to introduce a new element of 
sentence writing, one per month. Reinforce the previous skills and 
then add a new one, constantly refining their understanding of what a 
sentence is. Below is a suggested monthly scaffold of skills to develop 
oral language.

Months 1-2 (July/August/September)— Start teaching the concept 
of a sentence right away. A sentence is a complete thought. Repeat it 
every day. Reveal a photo or picture. Ask the helper of the day to state 
a sentence about the object within the picture. Students will speak in 
fragments initially. A blue ball. A brown dog. Continue driving home the 
point that a sentence has to have action (a subject and verb). Act out the 
sentence whenever possible in the beginning. For those struggling, help 
revise a child’s thought into a sentence or offer a sentence pattern (I see 
a  .). After the daily helper creates a sentence, the rest of the class 
repeats it.  

Month 3 (October)— Continue the procedure from the previous 
month(s), including the statement that A sentence is a complete thought. 
Provide the helper a picture prompt to generate a sentence about. Then 
write the sentence on the board. Read it together. Confirm it has action. 

Months 4-5 (November/December)— The helper generates his own 
sentence choosing one of the all-class Writing Topics posted in the 
classroom (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 13). Support the student as he writes his 
own sentence. Confirm it has action and introduce word spacing (Mini-
Lessons #3 - #4, pp. 97-98). Recite, A sentence is a complete thought.

Develop oral language
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Introduce a new sentence skill monthly
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SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES

Introduce A sentence is a complete 
thought the first day of school.

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
Using “the helper of the day” is an 
easy way to select who will be the 
subject of the day’s oral language 
experience.

Teacher Tip
Another common activity that 
develops students’ oral language 
is to let students interview people 
using a plastic microphone. It’s 
fun for them and a great way 
to introduce them to question 
sentences.

Teacher Tip
This is a suggested timeline for 
kindergarten. Adjust the pacing for 
Grades 1-2.
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Months 6-7 (January/February)— Anticipate the majority of the 
class to be able to speak in complete sentences and write a single 
sentence by this point. This month, introduce the concept of the 
conventions toolbox or toolbelt. Open it and pull out a word-spacing 
trigger (e.g. Spaceman or popsicle sticks from Mini-Lesson #3, p. 97 or 
dominos from Mini-Lesson #4, p. 98). Review the tool’s purpose along 
with the functions of a capital letter and an end mark. 

The day’s helper chooses a classroom label (e.g. door) and stretches it 
into a sentence (e.g. The door has a small window). Write the complete 
thought onto a sentence strip and place it where the original label 
was posted. (Continue this until all classroom labels are revised into 
sentences.) Using the triggers from the conventions toolbox, confirm 
there is a capital, end mark, and appropriate spacing.

Month 8 (February)— Encourage the 
day’s helper to generate two complete 
thoughts, writing each with a different 
colored marker. (Switching marker colors 
is very motivating!) 

Month 9 (March)— Push for three 
sentences with riddle writing. Gather 
pictures of animals, foods, toys, etc. 
Let the helper of the day secretly select 
a picture and generate three clue-
statements. The clues must be written 
in complete sentences. Offer support 
as needed. After the class guesses the 
subject of the riddle, review the sentences 
for correct conventions and praise the 
descriptive word choice.

Month 10 (April)— Challenge students 
to write as many sentences as they are 
years old, using a different colored marker 
for each sentence (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 111). Base the topic on a photo/
visual so the writer has inspiration for multiple details.

Months 11-12 (May/June)— Recite, A sentence is a complete thought. 
And many sentences can make a complete story. Introduce the idea of 
beginning, middle, and end.  Provide the day’s helper with foam stickers 
and large scenic paper (i.e., background paper for scrapbooking). The 
student will create a short piece using the stickers by placing them 
on the background.  For every sticker added to the scene, the student 
writes another sentence. Check for accurate execution of conventions. 
Review that it has a beginning, middle, and end.
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SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES

Teacher Tip
Integrate math into writing by 
counting how many words are in 
each sentence.

Teacher Tip
For these riddles, utilize the 
photographs from previous 
labeling lessons (Mini-Lesson #8, 
p. 75). 

Teacher Tip
Once students write one sentence, 
the next hurdle is to write multiple 
sentences. This leads to future 
lessons on idea development, 
staying on topic, logical 
organization, stronger word choice, 
varied sentences structure, etc. 
None of these skills can be taught 
until students advance beyond 
writing a single sentence.

Teacher Tip
The mini-lessons throughout this 
section (pp. 96-102) support many 
of the skills outlined within this 
yearlong progression.
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MINI-LESSON #1: Apply directionality
Reveal familiar pages of a previously read text. Read the text aloud pointing 
to each word. Introduce reader directionality and fluency— left to right, 
top to bottom, and return sweep. Explain that writers follow these same 
principles. 

Using chart paper, model how sentences move across the page and line-by-
line down the paper. Note that some sentences end where the line ends, and 
others wrap to the next line. Color code sentences, so students clearly see 
one sentence following the next. 

Using the appropriate template, point out that there is space for an 
illustration and a space for sentences. This combination gives students 
permission to draw pictures to go with their letters/words.

Independent Writing:
Encourage students to draw and write about a single idea. 

MINI-LESSON #2: Compare letters v. words v. sentences
This lesson targets the differences between letters, words, and sentences 
using magnetic letters. 

• Write a simple sentence on the board: The dog barks. 
• Scatter the magnetic letters on the board that make up the original 

sentence. Identify these as “letters.” 
• Ask students to identify the magnetic letters they recognize and the 

sounds they make. 
• Next, arrange the letters to make the words of the original sentence.
• Stress that individual letters are written side by side to make a word. 

Once the letters are arranged into words and the words are put in order, 
announce that altogether these make a sentence. Reread the sentence 
pointing to the individual words. Add an end mark. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Repeat this process with additional sentences. Have the students place the 
letters to reconstruct the words and sentences. Regularly recite, Letters 
make words, and words make sentences.

P I E

SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES
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Teacher Tip
Many students think they are 
writing sentences, but in fact they 
are creating fragments. This is a 
natural stage of development, 
so expect it in today’s writing 
products. Make the focus of 
Writing Time to check for students’ 
understanding of directionality (i.e., 
letters going left to right across the 
page and top to bottom down the 
page).

Teacher Tip
Leave large spaces between words 
so students see individual words 
and not a string of letters squished 
together.

Teacher Tip
Connect this lesson to Mini-Lesson 
#1, p. 12 where students first 
learned that writers communicate 
in pictures, spoken words, and 
written sentences.

Teacher Tip
This will translate to students 
writing colorful sentences later 
in the year. See Mini-Lesson #2, p. 
111).
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MINI-LESSON #3: Separate words with spaces
State a whole sentence out loud: A cat runs fast. Say it again, this time 
count out each word on fingers. This sentence is four words long. Show the 
students how to count words with their fingers. Have them study their 
hands. Draw the analogy that in between each of their fingers (representing 
a word in the sentence) is a space. Explain there should also be a space 
between each word in a sentence.

• Say and write the sentence 
again. Pause between each 
word.

• Point out that the pause is 
represented by a space. 

• Explain that there is a 
space between every word.

• Reiterate this by 
enunciating each word dramatically.

• Reread the message, lifting a pointer tool to tap each word. 
• Students read the sentence aloud, counting the number of words on 

their fingers. 
• Count the number of spaces by looking between each finger.

Introduce a spacing tool to create just the right amount of space between 
words when writing. Reveal a second sentence: I have a cat. Model how to 

stretch a word slowly, sliding the spacing tool into position 
before stretching out the next word in the sentence. 

Reread the second sentence, counting each word on a finger 
and tapping it with a pointer tool. Students then read the sen-
tence aloud counting the number of words on their fingers and 
the number of spaces between their fingers.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Conduct a directed writing. Dictate simple sentences to stu-
dents, while they stretch out the words in their writing and 
separate them using the spacing tool. 

Independent Writing: 
Provide a photo prompt for students to write about. As they 
think of a sentence, they stretch out the words and apply the 
spacing tool in between each.

SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES
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It’s often difficult for students to 
discern how many words are in 
an oral sentence because they are 
said so quickly. During spacing 
lessons, plan to speak slowly, 
deliberately pausing between 
each word.

Teacher Tip

Don’t slide the pointer through 
the sentence. Rather lift it to tap 
the next one in order to emphasize 
the separation of words.

Teacher Tip

This lesson defines the concept 
of separating words with spaces. 
It is all about what spaces are and 
how to apply spacing logistically. 
Mini-Lesson #4, p. 98 explains why 
readers need word spaces—to 
comprehend what writers say.

Follow-Up Lesson

Provide students with a tangible 
spacing tool to use during Writing 
Time. This may include Spaceman, 
a tongue depressor, a double-pop-
sicle stick, etc.

Visual Trigger
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MINI-LESSON #4: Improve readability with spaces
Students don’t always see the purpose behind spacing between words. They 
know what they wrote; it’s not hard for them to read their writing without 
spaces. However, for the reader it is much more difficult.

Bring in a dozen domino pieces. Slowly stand up the dominoes in a row. 
Then knock them down. Share in the excitement with the students; talk 
about the smooth flow of game pieces. Repeat this a couple of times.  

Then, stand the dominoes with no space in between. Attempt to knock 
them over. Note that they didn’t flow as easily. Explain that without spaces 
between each domino, the series can’t flow smoothly. 

Point out the similarities between the dominoes and sentence writing. Ex-
plain that each domino is like a word, and 
several words in a row make a sentence. 
Clarify that the reader expects the words 
to flow easily, and it’s spaces that allows 
for that to occur. 

Reveal a piece of writing without spaces. 
Try reading it aloud quickly and smoothly. 
Show some drama; act frustrated and 
confused. Identify the problem. There are 
no spaces! 

Reiterate that spacing is for the reader— 
so he can read and understand what was 
written. If the words are too close to-
gether (like the dominoes), then there is 
no “flow” to the sentence reading. Reveal 
the same piece with spaces between each 
word. 

Write a couple new sentences using the 
spacing tool (i.e., domino) between each 
word.

• Stretch the first word slowly until no 
more sounds are heard.

• Then sing/chant Move it over, refer-
ring to the spacing tool.  (Saying it 
in a musical rhythm will more likely 
stick in the students’ minds.)

• Continue this process, writing the 
remaining words and sentences. 

Independent Writing: 
Students start a new piece. While 
writing today, sing/chant Move it over. 
Praise those who are remembering to 
space; encourage those who still need 
help.

Visual Trigger
A space between each domino 
is needed in order for the string 
of them to flow. Compare this 
concept to word spaces. They also 
create a faster/smoother flow of 
words for the reader.

SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES
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During Writing Time students can 
continue to use the spacing tool 
introduced previously (Mini-Les-
son #3, p. 97). Or, for a fun alterna-
tive, provide students with real 
dominoes as their spacing tools.

Teacher Tip

This lesson is a good follow-up to 
Mini-Lesson #3, p. 97. Although 
students know of spaces, they 
often forget to apply them in their 
own writing. They don’t grasp that 
reader comprehension is reliant on 
word spacing.

Teacher Tip

For additional lesson 
concepts on word 
spacing, check out 
“Teaching the Power of 
Word Spacing” via the 

online resource.

Follow-Up Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #5: Stretch words into sentences
Model how to turn a classroom label (see Mini-Lesson #5, p. 73) into a 
sentence. Label: door; Sentence: The door has a window. Write the com-
plete thought onto a sentence strip and place it where the original label 
was posted. Repeat with a second label and the students’ help. (Continue to 
do this throughout the next couple of weeks until all classroom labels have 
been turned into sentences.)

Explain how this can also be applied to the students’ own writing. Reveal 
a previously written piece that includes a visual/picture and word labels. 
Retell the story/information, pointing at the labels. Then, model via a Think 
Aloud how to stretch a one-word label into a sentence.   

Independent Writing: 
Students return to a previous labeled-drawing and stretch the words into 
sentences.

MINI-LESSON #6: Begin sentences with capital letters
The concept of capitalizing first words can be compared to a crosswalk and 
a crossing signal. After looking up high to see the signal flashing green, 
it is time to go across the street. When a sentence starts, the letter is also 
up high (a capital letter). It indicates a new sentence is starting (or going 
across the line). Demonstrate this with examples from familiar text. Proj-
ect the text and trace over the beginning sentence capitals with a green 
marker. Show how capital letters are taller. Then show how lowercase 
letters are shorter.

Whole-Class Writing: 
Reveal a short piece that has no capitals. Read it sentence by sentence and 
guide students to highlight the beginning sentence letters and then edit 
them with a green pen.

Independent Writing: 
Reveal a short piece that has no capitals. Students read and edit the letters 
that need to be capitalized in green.

SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES
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This lesson then leads into 
conducting focused edits (Mini-
Lesson #9, p. 101), where students 
reread their pieces fixing one 
convention skill at a time.

Follow-Up Lesson

Guide students to return to previ-
ous pictorial writings that include 
lines at the bottom of the paper. 
Or,  review how to utilize Spider 
Legs  to make room for these new 
sentences (Mini-Lesson #10, p. 
101).

Teacher Tip

Previous writing
Labels stretched

into sentences

Reinforce that sentences have a 
subject and verb by playing Jeff 
Anderson’s Sentence Smackdown. 
Learn the rules to the game and 
access a game board via the on-
line resource.

Follow-Up Lesson
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SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES

ABC?
DE.
FGH!
I?
JKL.
MN?
OPQ!
RST!
UV?
WX.
YZ!

Alphabet
Passage

P I E

Besides “alphabet” passages, 
number passages work well, too. 
These may include 123. 4? 56! or 
math facts— 5, 10, 15. 20? 25. 30! 

Teacher Tip

P I E

Teacher Tip

Read Yo! Yes? by Chris Raschka. 
Half the class reads the left pages/
Character A, and the others read 
the right pages/Character B.

Mentor Text

Return to the anchor chart and 
add other punctuation marks 
throughout the year. 

Follow-Up Lesson

No one reads as fast out loud as he 
does silently. Consequently, writers 
should reread/self-edit by reading 
their pieces aloud. This will slow 
them down.

Learn additional ways to improve 
self-editing. Read “Lift, Whisper, & 
Track” via the online resource. 

Follow-Up Lesson

MINI-LESSON #7: Reread to hear punctuation
After introducing the types of sentences and end marks, go beyond the 
convention rules. Teach students how the reader’s voice is impacted by dif-
ferent punctuation marks. Create a T-Chart listing the three different end 
marks and how they impact the reader’s voice. 

Reveal a previously created 
alphabet passage— 26 letters of 
the alphabet written as “sentenc-
es.” While reading it aloud, refer 
to the anchor chart and model 
how the reader’s voice is impact-
ed by the punctuation mark.

• Stop for each period.
• Get loud for an exclamation 

mark.
• Go up for a question mark. 

Reveal a second “alphabet passage” and choral 
read with the students based on the end marks 
provided. Reiterate that writers listen to themselves whisper 
read their own writing. This helps them edit for punctuation 
marks they may have forgotten.
 
Independent Writing: 
Partners create their own “alphabet” passages and practice reading them 
aloud the way they intended them to sound. During Author’s Chair, pairs 
swap and read someone else’s.

MINI-LESSON #8: Find writer mistakes
We’ve been learning the rules of writing this year (e.g., words are separated 
by spaces, sentences start with capitals, sentences end with punctuation, 
etc.). If we follow the conventions, it’s easier for our readers to understand 
what we wrote. But sometimes we get so “into” our writing that we forget to 
follow the rules. Today we’re going to learn about self-editing— how to care-
fully reread what you wrote and look for mistakes.  

Reveal the fluency phones/whisper phones. Let each  
student say his name into one. 

Model how to reread a piece of writing slowly into the phone. Get  
excited when a spelling, punctuation, capitalization, or grammar  
error is discovered. (Put a positive emphasis on finding a mistake.) Then, 
demonstrate how to fix the writing error. Continue this process.

Independent Writing:
Students pull out a previously written piece. They reread it into the fluency 
phone and look/listen for mistakes. Get excited about mistakes they are 
able to self-correct. During Author’s Chair, add “Whisper read your writing 
to yourself” onto the “Done” List (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 34).
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MINI-LESSON #9: Conduct focused edits
For some, self-editing is difficult, as everything makes sense to the person 
who wrote it. For others, it’s an overwhelming task when accompanied by a 
lengthy checklist of skills to look for. As an alternative, introduce the X-Ray 
Editing procedure. 

Start the lesson by revealing the Editing Glasses 
(i.e., kids’ sunglasses with the lenses removed). 
Like an X-Ray only sees bones, certain glasses only 
see/edit for certain skills. For example:

• Edit for spaces between each word with the 
purple pen and purple glasses.

• Edit for sentence capitals with the  
green pen and green glasses.

• Edit the spelling of word-wall words with the 
blue pen and blue glasses. 

Model how to select a pair of glasses and its corre-
sponding pen color. Then, read aloud, skipping over 
any errors other than the one in question. (Remind 
them that it’s X-Ray Editing, so each pair of glasses 
can only “see” its one skill.) Demonstrate how to fix 
errors using the colored pen. Then model how to 
switch glasses, switch pen colors, and reread the same piece again, 
this time for a different skill. 

Reveal an X-Ray Editing poster with 2-3 editing skills and coordinating 
glasses listed. 

Independent Writing:
Students reread a previous draft multiple times. During each reading, the 
writer focuses on a different skill using the designated pen colors. 

MINI-LESSON #10: Fix fragments with Spider Legs
Read aloud a writing sample (that includes 2-3 fragments within it). Strug-
gle a bit and wait for students to point out that parts don’t make sense— 
there are missing words. Reinforce that a sentence has a subject and verb.

Model how to fix a fragment without rewriting the whole piece. Tape a sen-
tence strip (“leg”) onto the edge of the “body” of the writing. This provides 
extra space to write in the words that were missing.  Students can help add 
the words needed to edit the fragments into complete thoughts. 

Independent Writing: 
(Before the lesson, skim students’ writings, flag-
ging 2-3 fragments per student that will be used 
during Writing Time.) Students edit fragments 
within previous writings using the Spider-Legs 
strategy.

SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES

P I E

Differentiate the editing expecta-
tions. Struggling writers should 
continue to edit for basic sen-
tence-writing conventions while 
high-ability writers are ready for 
more sophisticated convention 
skills. 

Teacher Tip

P I E

For each new convention skill 
taught, update the X-Ray Editing 
poster with another pair of glasses 
and a coordinating pen color. 

Follow-Up Lessons

Teacher Tip

Video Clip
For more information on 
this procedure, watch 
“Conduct Focused Edits” 
via the online resource.  

At this age, students’ penmanship 
is huge! Consequently, there isn’t 
much white space to make revi-
sions in the margins. Rather than 
spending time recopying, provide 
strips of colored paper to act as 
sentence “legs.” These can be taped 
onto the “body” of the writing to 
make room for additional words/
phrases.
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MINI-LESSON #11: Review with conventions characters 
Identify conventions previously taught. Make a list of the “job duties” that 
each convention serves based on its purpose/function within a sentence. 

With the convention rules reviewed, elevate the importance of these con-
ventions by making each of “superhero” status. Each convention makes sure 
everything is right/accurate/correct in the writing. They are kind of like 
superheroes. Introduce each one. (Suggestions below.)

Independent Writing:
Students select a convention character to write a description about. Encour-
age students to detail what “powers” this “character” can perform in their 
writing. 

MINI-LESSON #12: Crown a conventions court
NOTE: Before the lesson, using leftover bulletin board border, make a 
couple of impromptu crowns. Decorate and label them for different conven-
tions. 

Acknowledge that students are writing faster and adding more details, but 
they are often neglecting their conventions. To reinvigorate the use of con-
ventions in first-draft writing, create a “Conventions Court” of sorts. 

Introduce a new procedure. Explain that for the next several days different 
students will be “crowned” for applying ac-
curate conventions without being remind-
ed during writer’s workshop. Identify the 
different royal positions:

• Prince/Princess Punctuation
• King/Queen of Capitals
• Duke/Dutchess of Spacing

Independent Writing:
Look for students who are regularly applying a convention skill within 
their first drafts. Crown the appropriate students announcing their titles. 

SECTION 11: WRITING SENTENCES
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Naturally, the other students want 
to be part of the conventions 
court. Consequently, they become 
more mindful to include capitals, 
periods, and spaces, too.

Teacher Tip

Convention Skill 

beginning sentence capital

spaces between words

proper noun capitals

various end marks

Convention Character

Captain Capital

Spaceman/Spacegirl

Proper Noun Prince/Princess

Emperor/Empress End Mark

Convention Skill

beginning sentence capital

spaces between words

proper noun capitals

various end marks

Convention Purpose 

Points out a new idea is beginning.

Makes the sentence flow smoothly/easily.

Shows the importance/value of someone.

Affects how the sentence sounds at the end.

The K-12 Conventions Booklet, 
published by Smekens Education, 
provides teachers with 10 com-
mon purposes that conventions 
serve in all types of writing.  

Teacher Tip
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Sentences SECTION 12

In order to generate more sentenc-
es, young writers often follow a pat-
terned sentence structure. I like... I 
like... I like... Execute lessons that 
fine-tune the students’ sentence 
writing skills. This includes teach-
ing them how to vary sentence 
beginnings, lengths, and types.

Fine-Tuning

ML #1     p. 104 Vary sentence beginnings
ML #2     p. 105 Apply the tower test to assess run-ons
ML #3     p. 106 Supersize sentence lengths
ML #4     p. 106 Vary sentences with the Dice Game
ML #5     p. 107 Assess sentence-length variety
ML #6     p. 108 Vary sentence types

Trait-Based Mini-Lessons

P
I
E
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MINI-LESSON #1: Vary sentence beginnings
Reveal weak anchor papers where many/every sentence starts the same. 
Read them aloud, emphasizing the repeated sentence beginnings. Ask stu-
dents what they liked/disliked about the pieces. They often respond with, 
That’s boring! or All the sentences sound the same!

Model how to rewrite a piece varying the sentence beginnings. Rather than 
just telling the reader that they like 
something (i.e., “I like ______”), writers 
can begin the sentence describing what 
they like or why they like it. 

• Rather than I like cats, explain 
what you like about them. Cats 
are furry  
and soft.

• Instead of I like dogs, tell why you 
like dogs. I can play and run with 
dogs.

Repeat this process with the remaining 
sentences. Explain that students don’t 
have to change every sentence, but they are 
looking for variety. Therefore, they should 
change some of the sentence beginnings. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Return to a previous whole-class writing 
that utilizes patterned sentences. Revise 
it to achieve sentence-beginning variety. 

Independent Writing:
Students identify a previous piece that has repetitive sentence beginnings. 
With a partner, have students talk through ways to revise one or two 
sentences to break the repetition. Apply the Spider-Legs revision strategy 
(Mini-Lesson #3, p. 35).

P I E

SECTION 12: FINE-TUNING SENTENCES
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Generating a pattern of sentences 
may be a first step. However, even-
tually, this laundry list of sentences 
using a repetitive structure must 
be addressed.

Teacher Tip

Utilize this same lesson concept 
within a how-to writing unit to 
break the monotony of every sen-
tence beginning with a time-order 
word (e.g., first, second, third, etc.).

Follow-Up Lesson

Opinion writing

This skill is often addressed in 
informative writing units (e.g., tell-
ing about something) and opinion 
writing units (e.g., listing likes/
dislikes, favorites, etc.).

Teacher Tip

Eventually move this from a revi-
sion strategy to a first-draft habit. 
Model how to craft original sen-
tences to a new piece that include 
varied sentence beginnings.

Follow-Up Lesson

Informative writing
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MINI-LESSON #2: Apply the tower test to assess run-ons
Start building a tower with wooden blocks. As the tower grows, 
students anticipate it will topple over. Someone will eventually say, 
You are stacking too many in a row. Compare this concept to today’s 
mini-lesson.

Reveal an anchor paper that includes numerous ands creating a mas-
sive run-on (e.g., original “My Friend Sue”). Read it aloud without 
taking a breath. Students often reply, That’s too long! or There 
are no periods!

Read it again, and this time explain that each word can be 
represented by a block in a tower. The tower continues to grow 
higher and higher until an end mark stops it. 

Just like the tower has too many 
blocks, some of our sentences 
have too many words. When a 
sentence goes on and on and on, 
writers call them run-ons. They 
topple over and crush the reader. 
These sentences don’t pass the Tower Test. 

• Model how to read aloud and listen for a 
complete thought (a subject and verb). 
• Remind students that a breath usu-
ally represents a period, or the end of a 
thought. Connect this to hearing punctua-
tion marks (Mini-Lesson #7, p. 100.). 
• Point out how— the and can often be 
substituted with a period which ends the 
sentences and ceases the growing tower of 
blocks.
• Reveal a revision of “My Friend Sue,” 
this one edited for run-ons. 
• Reread each sentence, while starting and 
ending a new tower of blocks for each.  

Whole-Class Writing:
Reveal a second writing sample. Choral 
read each sentence, stacking blocks, one 
per word. After each “sentence,” ask if it 
passed the Tower Test. Did it fall over? 
Does the sentence have too many words 
before it comes to a period? 

Each time a sentence does not pass, identify where each thought starts and 
stops. Edit the sentence as needed. Then re-stack the blocks to show the 
tower doesn’t fall over.

SECTION 12: FINE-TUNING SENTENCES

P I E

Identify the words and phrases 
that tend to cause run-on sen-
tences (e.g., and, then, and then, so 
then, so, etc.).  Teach students how 
to identify these words, assess if 
they are being used as conjunc-
tions, and how to substitute them 
for end marks.

Follow-Up Lesson

SENTENCE
FLUENCY

The Tower Test has a literal and 
metaphorical meaning. Obviously, 
blocks can be stacked in a way to 
not topple over, even if it is a run-
on sentence. Therefore, use this 
lesson to simply start the conver-
sation about run-ons.

Teacher Tip

The wooden blocks are a tangible 
way to represent words in sen-
tences. Stacking them into towers 
allows students to concretely see 
how many words are in each.

Visual Trigger

Knowing ahead of time which sen-
tences in the sample are the run-
ons, plan to build a messy stack of 
blocks that will surely fall over.

Teacher Tip
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French fry containers represent 
short, medium, and long sentenc-
es. Or, to make this lesson even 
more memorable, compare the 
“regular” straw 
size to a “su-
persized” one.  
Purchase an 
8-foot giant 
magic straw 
via the  
online  
resource.

MINI-LESSON #3: Supersize sentence lengths
Once students write a single sentence, they tend to repeat that sentence 
structure. I went home. I got a snack. I watched TV. The result— not only do 
sentences all start the same, but they also tend to all be short and choppy. 

Compare this to French fry sizes. Sometimes people want a snack (i.e., small 
container). But there are times they are very hungry and may want a larger 
size. Readers, too, appreciate varied sentence sizes. They want to “eat up” 
more details. Model how to add more details to a small sentence in order to 
“supersize” it. 

• Reveal a simple sentence (e.g., The frog jumped.). 
• Add one additional word to the sentence. And then add a second, and a 

third, etc. 
The frog jumped.
The green frog jumped.
The green frog jumped high.
The green frog jumped high over the log.

• Compare this to adding one more fry, and 
another, and another until the container is 
too small and needs to be replaced with a 
larger “supersized” one.

Whole-Class Writing:
Continue this process orally with students. Ask questions to support students 
in what details they could add to lengthen the original sentence (e.g., who, 
what, where, when, why, how many, how much, how often, etc.).

MINI-LESSON #4: Vary sentences with the Dice Game
Writers have the power to elongate any sentence. 

• Identify an initial sentence (e.g., I found my keys.).
• Roll a single game die. Announce the number rolled (e.g., four). 
• Thinking Aloud, revise the original sentence to add that many words 

(e.g., I found my car keys in the corner.). Emphasize the types of details 
that could be added, using your fingers to count out different options.

• Roll again. Announce the number rolled (e.g., six). 
• Using the original sentence, revise to add that many words  

(e.g., I finally found my car keys in the messy corner.).
• Repeat the process with a new original sentence.

Whole-Class Writing:
Provide an original sentence and roll the die. Give 
pairs a chance to talk through some detail options. 
Then transition them to each write a sentence on  
their white boards. Share out and repeat. 

Independent Writing:
Students write an initial sentence, roll an individ- 
ual die, and revise the sentence independently.

SECTION 12: FINE-TUNING SENTENCES

P I E

Visual Triggers

SENTENCE
FLUENCY

P I E
SENTENCE
FLUENCY

Visual Trigger

Show students how to combine 
details from a couple short sen-
tences to generate a longer one.

Follow-Up Lesson

Add engagement by 
rolling a single game 
die to determine how 
many words to add per 
sentence.

To create shorter sentences, stu-
dents roll a game die to determine 
the total number of words the next 
sentence should have.

Follow-Up Lesson
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Be sure to project the text 
revealed within this mini-lesson. 
Students need to see the sentence 
lengths while appreciating the 
sound of the sentence fluency.

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #5: Assess sentence-length variety
Strong sentence fluency doesn’t mean supersizing every sentence (Mini-
Lesson #3, p. 106). Rather, the goal is a mixture of multiple short, medium, 
and long sentences within the same piece. Fluency is achieved when sen-
tence lengths are varied throughout the writing. Define what constitutes a 
short versus long sentence. For example:

 Short sentences are 1-3 words. 

 Medium sentences are 4-6 words.

 Long sentences are 7+ words.

Introducing how to use the Slinky can help assess sentence-length variety.  
Read aloud an anchor paper, and at the end of each sentence, stretch the 
Slinky to represent its length. 

Read several more writ-
ing samples that utilize 
strong sentence-length 
variety, stretching or 
condensing the Slinky 
after each sentence. 
Label these writings as 
passing the Slinky Test. 

Then read a piece where 
all the sentences are 
about the same length 
(e.g., “Winter Tunnels”). 
Students will likely 
point out that it’s boring. 
They aren’t necessarily referring to the 
writing, as much as it’s boring to hold a Slinky and 
not move it. But the point is transferable— it’s also 
boring to read a piece that doesn’t adjust its lengths  
either. 

Read the revised writing (e.g., revised versions of 
“Winter Tunnels”) stretching the Slinky per sentence. 
Clarify that a piece can be conventionally correct and 
still weak in sentence fluency. This trait is about the 
sound of the writing— not the look of it.

Independent Writing:
Assess the sentence-length variety of multiple pieces 
previously written. Students will whisper read their 
pieces, moving their arms/Slinkies per sentence. 
When done reading the draft, they should mark the top of the 
writing to note if it passes (Ù) or didn’t pass (X) the test. Students are not 
revising; they are only assessing sentence-length variety.

SECTION 12: FINE-TUNING SENTENCES

P I E
SENTENCE
FLUENCY

OPTION 1: Illus-
trate sentence 
length with a 
Slinky. Good 
writing makes 
the Slinky move; 

it passes the Slinky Test. Have 
students adjust the Slinky after 
every sentence to demonstrate its 
length.

OPTION 2: Use the wooden 
blocks from the Tower Sentence 
analogy (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 
105). The goal is to vary tower 
heights, meaning that 
sentences have different 
numbers of words.

Visual Triggers

After a few students share during 
Author’s Chair, add “Put your writ-
ing through the Slinky Test” to the 
“Done” List (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 34).

Acknowledge that medium-length 
sentences are necessary in order 
to appreciate the drama of the 
other two lengths.

Provide students each a mini- 
Slinky or show them how to move 
their arms as if they were stretch-
ing Slinkies.

Samples that pass the Slinky Test

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lesson

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #6: Vary sentence types
Writing is stronger when it varies sentence beginnings (Mini-Lesson #1, 
p. 104) and sentence lengths (Mini-Lesson #5, p. 107). It’s also stronger if 
there is an occasional exciting (!) or questioning (?) sentence in between 
all the telling (.) sentences. 

• Model writing a piece about something that happened that was very 
exciting (e.g., letter at camp). How-
ever, write the piece using only state-
ments. 

• Read it back with no feeling. 
• Ask the students if they felt the 

excitement. They may respond, No, 
it was all the same, or It didn’t sound 
very exciting.

• Highlight all the end marks. (They 
will all be periods.) 

• Explain that other types of sentences 
can add interest (?) or excitement (!). 

• Revise to create some question (?) 
and/or exciting (!) sentences. 

• Reread, reminding the students 
how the reader’s voice changes for 
the different end marks. (Mini-
Lesson #7, p. 100).

• Ask the students if they felt the 
excitement this time.

Independent Writing:
Start Writing Time as a whole class. 
Identify an exciting or fun topic. (Con-
sider an upcoming event, field trip, 
holiday, etc.) Then, pre-write a list of 
details. Transition to all-by-yourself 
writing. Encourage students to use a couple of exciting(!) or interesting (?) 
sentences among all the telling (.) ones. At the conclusion of Writing Time, 
have students highlight each end mark to assess for variety. 

SECTION 12: FINE-TUNING SENTENCES

Chicks

 I am very mad because I am stuck in this egg. 

Do I like this? No, I do not. I am (ouch) crunched! And 

the bad news is I have stay in here for 21 days. And it 

is hot, cramped and dark. I hate it in here! As soon as 

I am done with this egg, I am going to throw it far, far 

away!!!! Yes that’s what I will do. And I will laugh at it 

to. Yes that’s what I will do. The egg is going to land in 

China!! Can I throw it that far? That would be very, very 

far. I am going to try to get out of this egg. Peck, peck, 

peck hold on its cracking!! Peck peck peck I have to take 

a break. Now for the final peck. Peckkkkkkkk. Kabooomm! 

I am out! Finally! Now I have a life.

P I E
SENTENCE
FLUENCY

Presuming students already know 
about end marks, this lesson 
focuses on using a combination 
of different punctuation marks 
within the same piece.

Teacher Tip

Clarify that telling sentences (.) will 
dominate writing. Exciting (!) or 
questioning (?) sentences should 
only be sprinkled throughout the 
writing.

Follow-Up Lesson
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Mini-lessons for 
OPINION/PERSUASIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #2     p. 111 Motivate with colorful sentences
ML #3     p. 112 Develop with sticky-dot details
ML #4     p. 113           Add “legs” to “table-top” sentences 
ML #6     p. 115 Add number details
ML #9     p. 118 Add actions & details to feeling words
ML #10  p. 118 Omit really and very
ML #16  pp. 124-125 Name the what (opinion) & why (reasons)

Mini-lessons for 
INFORMATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 110 Pump up the middle
ML #2     p. 111 Motivate with colorful sentences
ML #3     p. 112 Develop with sticky-dot details
ML #4     p. 113           Add “legs” to “table-top” sentences 
ML #6     p. 115 Add number details
ML #7     p. 116 Add specific color details
ML #8     p. 117           Add sensory comparisons
ML #11  p. 119 Round up similar ideas
ML #12  p. 120           Link ideas with sequential transitions
ML #15  p. 123 Develop how-to procedures/directions 
ML #17  pp. 126-127    Organize compare-contrast pieces

Mini-lessons for 
NARRATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #2     p. 111 Motivate with colorful sentences
ML #5     p. 114 Add name/proper noun details
ML #6     p. 115 Add number details
ML #7     p. 116 Add specific color details
ML #8     p. 117           Add sensory comparisons
ML #9     p. 118 Add actions & details to feeling words
ML #10  p. 118 Omit really and very
ML #12  p. 120           Link ideas with sequential transitions
ML #13  p. 121 Start narratives with when & where
ML #14  p. 122 End narratives with feelings

Whole Pieces SECTION 13

Trait instruction has come full 
circle. At the beginning of the year, 
students were drawing ideas and 
labeling word choice. They then 
organized those ideas into lists. As 
students moved into the sentence-
writing stage, conventions and 
sentence fluency became a bigger 
emphasis. 

Now the focus has returned to the 
traits of ideas and organization. 
This section provides numerous 
mini-lessons that will aid students 
as they write longer and more  
complete pieces.

Trait-Based Mini-Lessons

Drafting

P

I

E
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MINI-LESSON #1: Pump up the middle 
Throughout this year we learned to add details to our pictures, labels, and 
lists. Now that you are writing sentences, it’s time to add more details to 
those, too. 

Hold up a deflated balloon. We’ve been writing sentences about our topics, but 
our writing is a lot like this deflated balloon— skimpy. It needs to be pumped 
up. 

• Read a sample writing that includes only 2-3 sentences (e.g.,  I took my 
dog for a walk. We went far. We had fun.)  

• Ask the students what they want to know. Identify the information that 
was left out (e.g., Where did you go? When did you go? What did you see? 
Why was it fun?).

• Encourage them to add a sentence to the oral story. For every sentence 
they offer, add a puff of air into the balloon. For example, I took my dog 
for a walk. We went far. We went all the way down to Samson Park. 
(puff) We played fetch all afternoon with a Frisbee. (puff) My dog is good 
at Frisbee. (puff) He’s like a magnet catching that thing. (puff). He never 
dropped it. (puff) We had fun!  

At this point, the balloon will be large. Keep adding sentences until a stu-
dent covers his ears or comments that it’s about to pop. 

Are you afraid this balloon is going to pop? Oh dear! I forgot to tell you... This 
is not an ordinary balloon. This is a Writer’s Balloon; it’s unpoppable. You 
can never add too many details to your writing. We can just pump, pump, 
pump up the details all we want. NOTE: Obviously, it is just an ordinary 
balloon, and it definitely could pop. So, be cautious not to overinflate the bal-
loon. 

Repeat the process with a second “deflated” writing sample. Pump up the 
balloon as students brainstorm details orally. With each sentence a student 
suggests, repeat the entire oral story, weaving in the new information and 
adding a puff of air to the balloon.

Whole-Class Writing:
Continue this process of adding sentences to a “deflated” writing sample. As 
students “pump up” the writing orally, the teacher scribes the piece on the 
board. 

Independent Writing:
Provide paper that encourages students to write 
first and illustrate afterwards. 

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Title

In order to write more words and 
sentences, students need to spend 
more time with their pencils at this 
point and less time drawing with 
crayons. It may be time to intro-
duce paper where the lines are 
above the picture space. 

Remind students to use color 
details, feeling details, name 
details, number details, and other 
elaboration techniques learned in 
Section 8, pp. 59-68.

P I E

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

Visual Trigger

While students are thinking of 
more details to add, let some air 
“accidentally” seep out in between 
sentences. Another option to avoid 
the balloon from popping is to start 
a new topic, removing all the air 
from the balloon at once. 

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #2: Motivate with colorful sentences
Mini-Lesson 31, p. 110, focused on developing an idea by speaking more sen-
tences, which is easier (and faster) than actually writing more sentences. 

Start this lesson by honoring that sentence writing is hard work. Admit that 
stretching out big words, remembering capitals, using end marks, looking at 
the word wall, and even just holding the pencil takes a lot of effort. There-
fore, to make it a little more motivating, today they will write with colorful 
pens. For every sentence students write, they will switch pen colors. Reveal 
the tote of colorful pens.

Now, before I pass out the pens, and we start writing, let’s look at some ex-
amples of Colorful Sentences. 

• Reveal writing samples that utilize multiple colorful sentences (e.g., 
“Valentine’s Day,” “Loose Tooth,” “Duck or Rabbit,” etc.).

• Read each piece, complimenting the various writing skills applied (e.g., 
capitals, end marks, word spaces, complete sentences, interesting  
details, etc.).

• Note that each new sentence was written in a different color. 
• Count the number of sentences/colors used in each writing sample. 

After revealing strong examples, show an under-
developed anchor paper (e.g., “Trampoline”). With 
the students’ help, brainstorm additional details. 
Then model how to add sentences and switch pen 
colors after each. (Excitedly write each sentence, 
eager to use the next color.) When done, count 
how many sentences they added.
 
Independent Writing:
(In preparation for Writing Time, explain 
the logistics of “switching” colors.) Students 
will all start a new piece with the same first 
pen color. As each writer finishes his first 
sentence, he raises his hand to trade the 
first pen for the second color.

(The teacher maintains control of the pens. 
Don’t let students pour over the tote to deter-
mine the next color.)

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

It may be appropriate to challenge 
students to write as many sen-
tences as they are years old. If you 
are six years old, that means your 
goal is to write at least six sentences 
today.

P I E

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

Visual Trigger

Model what students should do 
when they make a mistake while 
writing with a pen (e.g., spell a 
word wrong, leave out a word, 
etc.). Explain that although pencils 
have erasers, pens do not. There-
fore, students will simply strike-
through the error and continue 
writing. Emphasize that they will 
not need to start over or get a new 
piece of paper. 

Teacher Tip

To determine how many pen 
colors are needed, approximate 
the number of sentences students 
could reasonably generate (e.g., 10 
sentences, therefore 10 different 
colors). Purchase a class set of 5-6 
colors. Knowing some students 
write faster than others, purchase 
only 10-15 of the remaining colors.

Informative Narrative
Opinion/Persuasive
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MINI-LESSON #3: Develop with sticky-dot details 
Often students associate “more details” with simply 
making their writing longer. However, this usually 
produces a string of undeveloped ideas. Read the 
original version of “Spring.”

This anchor paper may only include three sentences, 
but even if it had 20 sentences, there is an elabora-
tion problem. Point out that each sentence introduces a different idea about 
spring: wind, flowers, and rain. Rather than adding more undeveloped ideas, 
teach students to add multiple sentences per idea with sticky dots. 

Create a key code that identifies each idea with a different sticker/sticky 
dot. 

 = All the sentences about wind.
 = All the sentences about flowers.
 = All the sentences about rain.

Then reveal the revised version of “Spring.” 
Note that each sentence ends in a sticker/
sticky dot. The goal is to write consecutive 
sentences about the same idea (using the 
same colored sticker/sticky dot end mark) 
before elaborating on another idea (and us-
ing a second sticker color). 

Reveal a second topic (e.g., “Halloween”). 
Reveal a topic sentence (e.g., about trick-
or-treating). End it with a red sticky-dot 
end mark. Brainstorm and write 2-3 addi-
tional sentences (about trick-or-treating), 
ending each sentence with a red sticker/
sticky dot.

Repeat this process with additional facets 
of “Halloween” (e.g., blue sticky dots = sentences about candy, green sticky 
dots = sentences about costumes, etc.).

Independent Writing:
(In preparation for Writing Time, explain the logistics of 
accessing the sticky dots.) Students will begin writing a new 
piece. After a writer finishes his first sentence, he raises his 
hand. The teacher will provide him one sticky dot to place at 
the end of the sentence to serve as its end mark. He will write 
a second sentence— about the same idea/facet. When he is 
done, he will raise his hand to get another sticky dot (of the 
same color) from the teacher. 

When passing out each sticky dot, inquire if the sentence 
written was on the same idea or a new one. This determines 
the sticker color to provide. 

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Sticky dots are 
available at most 
office supply 
stores. They are 
quarter-inch 
round stickers 
that come in 
multiple colors. 

The colored stickers within this  
mini-lesson serve three purposes:
1. They show elaboration through 

consecutive color.
2. They motivate a student to want 

to write more (so he can have 
another sticker).

3. They reinforce the use of end 
marks, as the sticker is the “dot” 
at the end of each sentence.

P I E

Visual Trigger

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

The “sticky dots” in this book have 
been shaded to make it easier to 
distinguish when printed in black 
and white. However, the anchor 
papers within the online resources 
utilize colored stickers.

Teacher Tip

In spring it gets 
windy   I like flowers 
It rains a lot in the 
spring

ORIGINAL

Spring
REVISION



113Launching the Writer’s Workshop: Grades K-2, Kristina Smekens and Linda Schmidt
 2018 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.

MINI-LESSON #4: Add “legs” to “table-top” sentences 
Students are pretty good at listing ideas or reasons, but they often leave each 
one underdeveloped and/or under-supported. 

Start this lesson explaining the function of the small plastic “table” within a 
pizza delivery box. The legs are the key; they hold up the box lid so it doesn’t 
squish the pizza toppings.

Compare this to the 
students’ writing. Re-
veal an undeveloped or 
“listy” writing sample 
(e.g., “School”). Identify 
each sentence is a table 
top sitting on the floor because there aren’t ad-
ditional “leg” sentences to hold it up. Transfer one 
main-idea sentence to the Table-Top Sentences & 
Supporting-Leg Details graphic organizer (e.g., Lunch is delicious.).

Model how to add supporting information.
• Rotate the handout to 

reveal the supporting 
“leg” sentences.

• Think Aloud asking 
What makes lunch 
delicious? What 
foods could I describe 
that are delicious?

• Jot 3-4 details on the 
table legs. 

Anticipate students will wonder how many “legs” they must write. Explain 
that tables don’t stand on one leg, and they’re unsteady on only two. But like 
the pizza-box table, they are sturdy with three or more. Consequently, stu-
dents must add three or more supporting sentences to each table-top idea. 

Using a second graphic organizer, model how to add “leg” sentences to anoth-
er undeveloped table-top sentence (e.g., I am a good student.). Have students 
participate in adding “leg” sentences for the remaining two table tops.

Independent Writing: 
Partners select one of the provided topic sentences and transfer it the top of a 
Table & Legs organizer. Together they generate 3-4 additional sentences and 
write them on the “legs.” 

Suggested “table-top” sentences include:
• Our class does many fun things.
• My favorite season is ____ .
• Storms are scary. 
• Taking care of a pet is hard work.
• _____ is my favorite character.

The “leg” sentences in this lesson 
can be compared to the “sticky dot” 
sentences from Mini-Lesson #3, 
p.112.

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Within opinion/persuasive units, 
connect the table top to the 
opinion and the legs to reasons 
of support. For more information, 
see Mini-Lesson #16, pp. 124-125.
For example, this writing sample 
provides details to support the 
writer’s choice for a favorite 
character from the Disney Buddies 
book series.

Teacher Tip

Follow-Up Lesson

IDEAS

Although any table can serve as a 
trigger for this mini-lesson, most 

kids love the 
connection to the 
pizza-box table.

P I E

Visual Trigger

Launching the Writer’s Workshop:  Grades 3-12 , Kristina Smekens & Maureen Scane
 2017 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.

Section 8: Teaching Ideas
Mini-Lesson #5 — Add “leg” sentences per “table-top” reason

Table-Top Sentences & Supporting-Leg DetailsAdd “Legs” to Table-Top Sentences

Launching the Writer’s Workshop:  Grades K-2, Kristina Smekens & Linda Schmidt
 2015 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.

Section 13: Drafting Whole Pieces
Mini-Lesson #4— Add “Legs” to Table-Top Sentences

Follow-Up Lesson
When preparing to write a longer 
product, each reason or big idea 
could be listed on a table top with 
corresponding supporting “leg” de-
tails. This then serves as a pre-write 
with each new table representing a 
new body paragraph.
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SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

MINI-LESSON #5: Add name/proper noun details
Today I want to teach you how to make your writing more interesting by 
adding name details. Reread a few excerpts from previously read text where 
proper nouns are included. Explain to students that weaving name details 
within their writing makes their stories seem more real, more believable. 

Start an anchor chart of various name details that can be included. 
• People    • Jobs/places of work (places)
• Restaurants (places)  • Streets (places)
• Stores (places)  • Cities/states (places)
• Animals/pets (things) • Brand names (things)
• Video games (things)  • Specific toys (things)

Model how to add specific name details to an anchor paper. 
• Read a previous first draft that includes no name details. Discuss how it 

could be more specific, more exact, and more interesting. 
• Using the anchor chart, consider name details that could be added and 

that could fit within the context of the original piece (e.g., the “name” of 
the day, the name of the friend, the name of the street, etc.). 

• Revise the piece with the additional name details included. 

Independent Writing:
Whether starting a new piece or returning to a previous piece, students 
should look to incorporate several different name details. Students could 
highlight every name detail they include as a means of self-assessment. 

During Author’s Chair, update the “Done” List (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 34) to 
read “Add 2 name/proper noun details into your writing.”

Remind students of the name 
details they included earlier in the 
year within their pictorial writing 
(Mini-Lesson #11, p. 66). This lesson 
uses those same details but now 
stretches them into sentences.

P I E

Teacher Tip

WORD
CHOICE

Name details are one type of sup-
porting “leg” sentence to add to a 
“table-top” idea (Mini-Lesson #4, 
p. 113).

Teacher Tip

Additional student ex-
amples are available via 
the online resource. 

Mentor Text
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SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

MINI-LESSON #6: Add number details
Today I want to teach you how you can make your writing more interesting by 
adding number details. Read a few excerpts from previously read text where 
number details are included. Explain to students that weaving number de-
tails into their writing makes it longer and more interesting.

• In opinion/persuasive and informative writing, numbers make the infor-
mation more important, accurate, and factual. 

• In narrative writing, numbers make the story more real, more believable. 

Start an anchor chart of various number details that can be included. 
  • Age  • Height • Date

• Score  • Length • Quantity (how many)
• Time  • Width • Temperature
• Speed • Weight • Price/Cost

Model how to add precise number details to an anchor paper. Read a previ-
ous first draft that includes no number details. Discuss how it could be more 
specific, more exact, and more interesting. 

Using the anchor chart, consider number details that could be 
added and that could fit within the context of the original piece. 
Revise the piece with the additional number details included. 

Independent Writing:
Whether starting a new piece or returning to a previous piece, students 
should look to incorporate several different number details. 

During Author’s Chair, update the “Done” List (Mini-Lesson #2, p. 34) to read 
“Add 3 number details into your writing.”

Remind students of the number 
details they included within their 
pictorial writing earlier this year 
(Mini-Lesson #10, p. 65). This lesson 
uses those same details but now 
stretches them into sentences.

P I E

Teacher Tip

IDEAS

Number details are one type of 
supporting “leg” sentence to add 
to a “table-top” idea (Mini-Lesson 
#4, p. 113).

Teacher Tip

Make a connection to number 
details and math concepts they’ve 
learned (e.g., counting money, tell-
ing time, etc.).

Teacher Tip

Students could highlight every 
number detail they included in 
order to self-assess. 

Teacher Tip
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SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

MINI-LESSON #7: Add specific color details
Today I want to teach you how you can make your writing more interesting by 
adding exact color words into your sentences. 

When I say “exact colors,” I’m not talking about these. Hold up an 8-pack of 
crayons. Pull out one. This is a general color (e.g., blue). If we were describing 
a character’s shirt and said it was “blue,” that gives the reader some infor-
mation, but it’s pretty general. Is it dark blue/navy or light blue/sky blue or 
bright blue/turquoise or some other shade of blue?

Readers prefer more specific color words like those in a 64-pack of crayons. 
Lift up the lid and show the crayon colors. Point out that the box has the 
same color categories as the 8-pack (e.g., blues, greens, reds, etc.), but there 
are many more shades of each. When writers use exact word choice, they are 
using the exact shade of the word. The reader better understands just what 
color the writer means when he uses the specific color name.

Pull out several shades of the same color (e.g., turquoise, pacific blue, indigo, 
etc.). Generate a simple description of a char-
acter wearing a “blue” shirt. Then rewrite it 
with the various shades of blue. Point out how 
the specific color word changes the information 
making it more precise.

Reveal that each crayon name has its color 
name written on the paper wrapped around 
it. (NOTE: Most crayons include the Spanish 
translation, too.) Consequently, students can 
broaden their own vocabulary and include 
more specific details within their writing.
 
Whole-Class Writing:
Provide each pair/group a copy of Better Words for ____ template and all the 
crayons for an assigned color family from the 64-pack of crayons.

• Blue • Red  • Green • Pink  • Brown
• Orange • Yellow • Purple • Neutral • Black/Gray 

Have them color in the squares with different crayon shades and write the 
names of the colors on the corresponding lines. Create a class book of color 
synonyms. 

During Author’s Chair, announce that students can no longer use simple 
8-box crayon color words. Rather they are to use the more specific color words 
from their new classroom resource— the Color Thesaurus. Announce where 
this resource will be stored for easy access.

Independent Writing:
Using the Color Thesaurus as a 
resource, students return to previous 
pieces and revise for specific color 
words. 

P I E

Generic word choice is like the ge-
neric 8-box of crayons. But strong 
writers know that each word comes 
in many “shades” or synonyms. 
Compare this to the 64-box of 
crayons. 

Visual Trigger

WORD
CHOICE

Teach students how to use the 
more specific color adjectives to 
impact their sentence writing.
Then brainstorm “shades” for  
other overused words (e.g., like/
love = cherish, adore, etc.). 

Follow-Up Lessons

Remind students of the color 
details they included earlier in the 
year within their pictorial writing 
(Mini-Lesson #1, p. 60) and color 
adjectives in list writing (Mini-
Lesson #9, p. 85).

Teacher Tip

Most 64-pack crayons do NOT 
come grouped by color. Before this 
lesson, organize the crayons so all 
shades of the same color are in the 
same area. 

Teacher Tip
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MINI-LESSON #8: Add sensory comparisons
Today I want to teach you how you can make your writing more interesting 
by adding sensory details. These could include:

• What something looks like.  
• What something sounds like. 
• What something tastes like.
• What something smells like.
• What something feels like (touch; texture).
• You can even compare what it looks (feels, smells, tastes, sounds) like to 

something else. 

When writers compare an unfamiliar something to a familiar something, 
then the reader better understands the information. 

Reveal grade-appropriate examples (e.g., “A Day at the Pond,” “I Fell off my 
Scooter,” “Lemons for Sale,” etc.). Underline the sensory details included. 
Read the sentences several times— with and without these details.  Discuss 
the differences. 

Model how to include sensory details within a piece. 
• Reread a previous writing that has a lot of information but lacks adjec-

tives and sensory description. 
• Identify a place where the reader may wonder What does it look like, 

feel like, smell like, taste like, sound like? 
• Think Aloud about different sensory words that would be appropriate. 
• If adding a comparison detail, brainstorm a common or universal exam-

ple that anyone can relate to. Then craft a phrase or sentence utilizing 
a connecting word (e.g., like, just like, as, reminds me of, etc.) to show 
the comparison.

• Insert the sensory detail into the writing sample using the caret symbol 
or Spider-Leg strategy (Mini-Lesson #3, p. 35).

• Reread the original sentence and then the revised portion. Emphasize 
that the information is more clear and more interesting with the sen-
sory detail added. 

Independent Writing:
Whether starting a new piece or applying revisions to a previous piece, stu-
dents should look to incorporate sensory details into their sentence writing.  

Remind students of the sensory 
comparisons they made earlier in 
the year within their list writing 
(Mini-Lesson #8, p. 84). This lesson 
uses those same details but now 
stretches them into sentences.

P I E

Teacher Tip

WORD
CHOICE

Sensory details are one type of 
supporting “leg” sentence to add 
to a “table-top” idea (Mini-Lesson 
#4, p. 113).

Teacher Tip

Connect this lesson to figurative 
language that also compares two 
ideas (e.g., similes, metaphors, 
etc.).

Follow-Up Lesson

InformativeInformative
Narrative
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MINI-LESSON #9: Add actions & details to feeling words
You’ve been including feeling in your picture details (e.g., facial expressions) 
and labels (e.g., simple feeling words). Now it’s time to learn how to add 
stronger feelings and voice to your sentence writing. This lesson expands stu-
dents’ feeling-word vocabulary beyond glad, mad, and sad. 

Read one of the Mentor Text suggestions, building a list of grade-appropriate 
feeling words and the actions/characteristics 
that indicate them.

The secret is to identify the close-up details 
that capture the feeling. Model how to dra-
matize a feeling. Analyze the illustrations 
in the mentor text. Consider acting out the 
mannerisms, gestures, and facial expressions 
associated with each feeling. These details 
include strong action verbs, specific adjec-
tives, and precise nouns that capture what 
the feeling looks like.

Independent Writing:
Students select a new topic to write about 
today, focusing on something that they feel strongly about. 

MINI-LESSON #10: Omit really and very
Acknowledge that sometimes young writers use the words really and very in 
front of a simple feeling word in an effort to increase its intensity.

• I really, really, really love my dog.
• I was very, very scared of the dog.
• My brother made me so, so, so, so, so mad. 

Compare this to using a toothpick to flip a pancake. Even stacking 3-4 tooth-
picks (e.g., really, really, really love; very, very, very, very scared, etc.) won’t be 
strong enough to do the job. Reveal the stronger option— the spatula. When 
a writer wants to show a stronger feeling, he has to choose a stronger word 
(e.g., adore, frightened, furious, etc.).

In addition to removing the weak word choice, teach students to end these 
voice-filled sentences with an exclamation mark. Then, encourage them to 
write an additional sentence that explains why they felt like that.

• I adore my dog! He cuddles with me all the time.
• I was frightened of the dog! It had big, sharp teeth.
• My brother made me  furious! He took my video game and broke it. 

Independent Writing:
Students return to previous pieces:

1. To strikethrough any really’s, very’s, or so’s.
2. To replace a weak feeling word with a more precise one.
3. To add an exclamation mark at the end of the sentence. 
4. To include an additional sentence explaining why they felt like that.

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

…with feeling words
How Are You Peeling? Foods with 

Moods, S. Freymann

My Crayons Talk, P. Hubbard

My Many Colored Days, Dr. Seuss

Today I Feel Silly & Other Moods  
that Make My Day, J.L. Curtis

P I E

Mentor Text

VOICE

P I E
WORD

CHOICE

Execute this lesson after first 
broadening students’ feeling-word 
vocabulary (Mini-Lesson #9, p. 
118). 

Teacher Tip

Visual Trigger
Choosing the right word is 
like selecting the right tool 
for a job. Toothpicks are good 
for many things, but they 
aren’t strong enough for flip-
ping pancakes. 

Clarify that stronger voice and 
feeling does not include adding 
really, really, really or very, very, very 
to generic feeling words. See Mini-
Lesson #10, p. 118.

Follow-Up Lesson

Several student ex-
amples are available via 
the online resource. 

Mentor Text
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MINI-LESSON #11: Round up similar ideas 
As students write more sentences, their trait of ideas improves, but their or-
ganization often begins to run awry. As thoughts pop into their heads, they 
jot them down. Students may have written multiple sentences on a single 
facet, but they are sprinkled all throughout the piece in no particular order. 

Start this lesson by discussing the organization of a grocery store. 
• Review the sections/departments of a grocery store (e.g., produce, bak-

ery, canned/boxed food, frozen food, etc.). 
• Describe a shopper who may pick up an item in aisle 4, find something 

better in aisle 7, and then leave the aisle-4 item in aisle 7. 
• At the end of the day, lots of items are misplaced, and the store employ-

ees need to put things back. Describe this process as rounding up items 
and putting them back in their correct locations within the store. 

• Discuss how this concept of organization is similar to what writers do in 
revision. 

Reveal a previous writing (e.g., zoo field trip). 
• Before reading the piece, assign a different highlighter color to each 

facet of the topic (e.g, reptiles area, penguin cove, the petting zoo, etc.). 
• Explain that all the details on the same topic (of the same color) should 

be grouped together.
• Read and highlight every sentence according to the subtopic/facet it 

represents. 
• Assess that the colors are not grouped together. Conclude that the ideas 

are not organized.
• Model how to then rewrite the piece putting similar ideas (same colored 

sentences) together. 

Independent Writing:
Identify a previous writ-
ing that all students have 
within their notebooks 
(e.g., school). On the board, 
assign a different high-
lighter color for each facet 
(e.g., pink = recess, yellow 
= lunch, blue= friends, 
green= specials, etc.). 

During Writing Time, stu-
dents individually reread 
their drafts, highlighting 
each sentence based on its 

subtopic/facet. Students then revise/rewrite their pieces to put like ideas 
together.  

P I E
ORGANIZATION

Connect this lesson to the use of 
Sticky Dots (Mini-Lesson #3, p. 112). 
Colored stickers helped students 
keep related details together  
when drafting. Colors can also 
help round up similar ideas when 
revising.

Teacher Tip

Address the unhighlighted sen-
tences. 
• Consider that they may be off 

topic and need to be deleted. 
• Determine if the sentence is 

relevant (i.e., on topic) but ad-
dresses a facet that is currently 
undeveloped. Demonstrate how 
to add several more sentences 
using Sticky Dots (Mini-Lesson #3, 
p. 112).

Follow-Up Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #12: Link ideas with sequential transitions
NOTE: This lesson address the use of chronological transitions within infor-
mative writing specifically. However, the same lesson concept can be applied 
to a narrative writing mini-lesson. 

When initially working to build writing fluency and generate longer pieces, 
it’s common for young writers to simply link their thoughts with words like 
and, so, and so. However, once students are regularly writing multiple sen-
tences, it’s time to fine-tune the use of transitions. 

Review the train icon that represents the trait of 
organization (Mini-Lesson #1, pp. 46-48). Writers 
connect their sentences to help the reader under-
stand the organization. Emphasize that it’s the 
transition (i.e., train hitch) that connected each idea (i.e., train cars) 
to the next one.

• Introduce sequential/chronological transitions (e.g., first, second, 
third, next, later, etc.). 

• Explain that these words/phrases are used to connect steps/action/events 
in time order.

• Reveal excerpts of informational (or narrative) mentor text that include 
these transitions. 

• Point out how the events are connected with sequential transitions. One 
step/action/event leads to the next. 

Reveal previously written how-to lists (Mini-Lesson #11, pp. 87-88). Review 
that the steps are written in order. The numbers represent sequence transi-
tions. Model how to strikethrough the numbers and incorporate these time-
order transitions (e.g., “How to do the laundry,” “How to give a dog a bath”). 

For students who have more than 4-5 steps, provide additional transition 
options (e.g., After that… Before… A little later… Soon after… Again…, etc.). 
NOTE: Without additional options, most students repeat Then, And then, 
And then. 

Independent Writing: 
Students return to a previously written how-to list (Mini-Lesson #11, pp. 87-
88), strikethrough the numbers, and incorporate time-order transitions.

Different transitions are used for 
different purposes. This lesson 
targeted sequential transitions. 
However, future lessons must 
introduce transitions for compare-
contrast writing, opinion writing, 
story writing, etc.
For more information about which 
transitions to use for each genre, 
watch “Connect Ideas Within Para-
graphs” via the online resource.

P I E

Follow-Up Lesson

ORGANIZATION

Mentor Text
Utilize excerpts of recently read 
texts. When students are already  
familiar with the information or 
plot, they can then focus on how 
each event is connected to the 
next one with a sequential/time-
order transition word. 
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MINI-LESSON #13: Start narratives with when & where 
After developing the middle, it’s time to improve narrative beginnings and 
endings. Typically, 
young writers let 
titles serve as their 
beginnings. In their 
minds, this “intro-
duces the topic to 
the reader,” and 
thus, they can start 
writing the middle. 
(Reveal “Hospital” 
writing sample.)

Most students start with the what— I did what, I want what, I ate what, I 
know what,  I learned what,  I saw what, etc. However, the reader is often left 
wondering where all this happened. Teach students to write when and where 
beginnings. 

• Define the middle as what happened (e.g., sister went to the hospital).
• Define the beginning as when and where it happened.
• Explain that beginnings introduce the reader to the setting before the 

action starts. 
• Read the revision of “Hospital” with its when and where beginning.

Reveal a second writing that has a what middle but no when or where begin-
ning. Ask the students where this happened. Make a list of all the places 
the author could be writing about (e.g., zoo, pet store, farm, kennel, shelter, 
circus, etc.).

The reader doesn’t 
know for sure where 
the author is writ-
ing about. Reiter-
ate that a where 
beginning gives the 
reader a place to put 
the action. Reveal 
the revision that now includes the when and 
where details within the beginning.

Independent Writing:
Students return to a previous writing and brainstorm a when and where 
beginning to add using the Spider-Leg strategy 
(Mini-Lesson #3, p. 35).

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Review with students their initial 
exposure to beginnings and end-
ings back when they were drawing 
pictures (Mini-Lesson #13, p. 67). 
Reveal writing samples where 
paper was taped to the left (i.e., 
beginning) and to the right (i.e., 
ending) of a pictorial writing.

P I E

Teacher Tip

ORGANIZATION

Follow-Up Lessons
Stories can begin with setting 
details (i.e., when and where begin-
nings). However, they could also 
start with character information 
(i.e., who beginnings) or jump right 
into the action (i.e., what begin-
nings).
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MINI-LESSON #14: End narratives with feelings
We know that stories can start with when and where. And the middle is all 
about what happened. Today’s lesson focuses on the ending. 

Within the writing standards, the expectation is that young writers provide 
a “sense of closure.” Explain this concept to students via a personal memo-
ry. Recall a visit with someone special (e.g., a cousin). Describe first arriving 
and the fun activities of the day. Then explain that all of a sudden it was 
time to leave. 

However, the cousin was not around, but your 
parents were in a rush. So you just left. While it 
was a great time, it ended abruptly. There was 
no closure. 

This is true in our writing, too. Our readers have 
followed our ideas from the beginning through 
the middle. Now they are ready for the ending. 
But simply writing Thank you, Good-bye, or The 
End is not enough. It’s too fast. Slow down 
the ending by including a final sentence that 
shares how you feel/felt about the event. 

Read the “Hospital” writing. Note the when 
and where beginning (Mini-Lesson #13, p. 
121). Notice that the middle just ends; there 
is no actual conclusion. Then read the “Hospi-
tal” revision. Identify the feeling ending. 

Independent Writing:
Students return to a previous piece to revise 
for a when and where beginning (if it’s miss-
ing) and a feeling ending. Make room for these additional sentences using 
the Spider-Leg strategy (Mini-Lesson #3, p. 35).

In a follow-up lesson, it is pos-
sible to teach the What-I-Learned 
ending, as well. That works well 
with informative/expository and 
opinion/persuasive writing topics. 

P I E

Follow-Up Lesson

ORGANIZATION

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES
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MINI-LESSON #15: Develop how-to procedures/directions
Writers, you know how to do a lot of different things. Now, we are going to 
share what we know with our readers. We’re going to write directions/instruc-
tions to teach our readers something. Reveal mentor text and/or authentic 
examples (e.g., recipes, instructions, directions). 

Point out the basic facets found within how-to/procedural writing:
• Identify the how-to skill within the title. 
• Teach the reader how to do something in 

separate steps.
• Explain exactly what to do using specific 

words and simple sentences.
• May include a picture per step.
• Sequence steps from beginning to end.
• Introduce each new step with a transition 

word (Mini-Lesson #12, p. 120).

Model how to write a how-to piece. 
• Identify an everyday task students have 

executed numerous times (e.g., getting 
ready for school, tying their shoes, going 
through the lunch line, end-of-day proce-
dures, etc.). Write that as the title.

• Dramatize the steps involved, Thinking 
Aloud about every facet. For every step, 
sketch a quick picture as a visual remind-
er on the How-To Storyboard.

• Repeat the process, this time writing down 
the steps below each picture. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Identify another everyday task. Guide students through the completion of a 
How-To Storyboard. 

Independent Writing:
OPTION 1: Return to previous how-to lists (Mini-
Lesson #11, pp. 87-88). Clarify that earlier in the year, 
the list was the writing. However, they’ve learned a lot 
as writers and now such lists are merely a pre-write. 

Using a previous list-writing, have students write a 
complete how-to piece, adding in precise word choice, 
omitted information, transitions, etc.

OPTION 2: Generate new how-to pieces. Assign small groups a “secret” 
action (e.g., jumping jack, making a PBJ sandwich, etc.). Each group writes 
out the steps for the secret action on the How-To Storyboard. Without add-
ing a title, the group then passes on their directions to another group to act 
out. The authors observe while the group attempts to follow the directions. It 
becomes obvious what steps are vague, missing, or out of order. The authors 
then revise the directions to be more clear. 

How to Babysit a Grandma,  
J. Reagan

How to Babysit a Grandpa,  
J. Reagan

The Pumpkin Book, G. Gibbons
Scaredy Squirrel, M. Watt

Additional student 
examples of how-to 
writing are available 
via the online resource. 

P I E

Mentor Text

ORGANIZATION

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Follow-Up Lessons
Additional characteristics of how-
to/procedural writing include:
• Begin with why this information 

is important to know. 
• List the supplies or required tools.
• Write multiple sentences per 

step, including tips, tricks, and 
cautions to further help the 
reader.

• Utilize “bossy” action verbs (i.e., 
imperative sentences). 

• Vary sentence beginnings (Mini-
Lesson #1, p. 104).

• End by restating what was 
learned and why it’s so valuable. 

Choose topics students know well. 
This allows them to focus on flesh-
ing out the small details. See p. 88 
for a list of potential topics.

Teacher Tip

The Pumpkin Book, G. Gibbons
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MINI-LESSON #16: Name the what (opinion) & why (reasons)
Sometimes writers share information, and sometimes they share opinions 
about the information. This is the notion of opinion/persuasive writing. It 
includes two big parts:

1. WHAT the writer thinks or believes about a topic.
2. WHY he thinks or feels what he does. 

Reveal persuasive statements students have said recently (e.g., Can we have 
an extra recess since we all did well on the test? Can I go first since it’s my 
birthday?). 

Explain that these opinion/persuasive pieces follow the what & why struc-
ture. What they want is followed by why they think they deserve it. This 
same organization is used in opinion/persuasive writing. 

• WHAT (opinion): We think we should get an extra recess today. 
• WHY (reason #1): This would be a reward for getting all the testing done.
• WHY (reason #2): Another reason is because everyone has been so good.
• WHY (reason #3): A third reason is we’ve had perfect attendance.

Reveal a previously read text (e.g., 
I Wanna Iguana). 
• Identify each character’s opinion 

(WHAT). What does he think, 
believe, or want?

• List the reasons (WHY) each 
character thinks he is right. 
Why does he think, believe, or 
want it?

Whole-Class Writing: 
List two opposing opinions on a T-Chart (e.g., Indoor/Outdoor recess is the 
best; Chocolate/Vanilla ice cream is the best; etc.). Brainstorm at least three 
reasons per opinion. 

Independent Writing:
Using the My Opinion: What & Why template, students write an opinion and 
three reasons of support. 

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

…with opinions and reasons
Arnie the Doughnut, L. Keller
Click Clack Moo, D. Cronin
Don’t Let the Pigeon..., M. Willems
Duck! Rabbit! A. Krouse Rosenthal
Hey, Little Ant, P. & H. Hoose 
I Wanna Go Home,  

K. Kaufman Orloff 
I Wanna Iguana, K. Kaufman Orloff 
I Wanna New Room,  

K. Kaufman Orloff 
The Perfect Pet, M. Palatini
Spoon, A. Krouse Rosenthal

P I E

Mentor Text

ORGANIZATION

If this lesson will end with a Whole-
Class Writing Time, then create a 
simple list on chart paper. 
If this lesson will end with an 
Independent Writing Time, then 
complete the My Opinion: What & 
Why template. 

Teacher Tip

It may be necessary to provide sen-
tence starters to support students 
in this task. 
Explain that opinion sentences 
often begin with:

• I think…  
• I feel…

Reasons or supporting sentences 
often begin with:

• I think this because...
• I feel that way because...
• Another reason I think this is...

Teacher Tip
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SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Identify debatable topics 
Using the Things I Want handout, identify “prob-
lems” that students see in the world. These could 
serve as topics for future opinion/persuasive pieces. 

Choose a side in 4 steps
Before students announce the position they think 
is best/right, teach them how to “try on” both per-
spectives using this four-step process. 

1. Identify the two sides on a T-Chart.

2. List reasons and details for both viewpoints.
3. Reread the lists considering which position is 

strongest. Which has the most reasons?
4. Choose the side that presents the best/stron-

gest argument.

Save the best for last 
All reasons are not created equal. Consequently, 
discuss which reasons are stronger. Rank them 
(i.e., #1, #2, #3). Then, explain that the organiza-
tion of the opinion/persuasive piece should maxi-
mize reader impact. Introduce the 2-3-1 organiza-
tion of the middle.

• Start with the second-best reason (#2).
• Sandwich the weakest reason (#3) in between 

the other two.
• Save the best (#1) for last. This ensures the 

final words are powerful.

Identify the beginning and ending 
Knowing that the opinion (WHAT) is stated in the 
beginning and the reasons (WHY) 
are explained in the middle, be sure 
students avoid using because in 
the first sentence. Because signals 
a reason. If students give away too 
much information in the beginning, 
they have nothing more to say in the 
body.

• Provide students sentence start-
ers to introduce the topic.

• Provide sentence starters to 
restate/conclude the opinion.

Video Clip
For more information, watch 
“Identify the Beginning, Middle, 
End of PK-1 Opinion Writing” via 
the online resource. 

Follow-Up Lessons

Teacher Tip

Apply opinion/persuasive writing 
to reading responses. Generate 
opinion statements that require 
text-based reasoning as the sup-
port.
• After reading Hey, Little Ant by 

Phillip and Hannah Hoose, make 
a list of reasons why the boy 
should or should not step on 
ants. 

• After reading Spoon by Amy 
Krouse Rosenthal, make a list of 
reasons explaining why Spoon’s 
life is or is not boring. 

• After reading Duck! Rabbit! by 
Amy Krouse Rosenthal, provide 
reasons why the character is a 
duck or a rabbit. 

Additional Mini-Lessons

1 2

Although many simple opinions  
include the same number of rea-
sons to support both sides, teach 
students the four steps regard-
less. This helps them learn how 
to consider multiple perspectives 
sooner and will serve them well in 
the upper grades. 



126 Launching the Writer’s Workshop: Grades K-2, Kristina Smekens and Linda Schmidt
 2018 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc

MINI-LESSON #17: Organize compare-contrast pieces
Compare-contrast writing requires students to look closely at two ideas/
items and determine how they are alike and how they are different. The 
secret to a well-organized piece is to identify common facets relevant to both 
topics. This creates an apples-to-apples organization. For each subtopic com-
pared, the writer reveals details about item A and item B and whether they 
are more similar or more different. 

Model how to execute this with the Compare-Contrast T-Chart. 
• Identify two concepts/items and the broad categories of comparison (e.g, 

two seasons).
• Label the left and right columns with the two items being compared.
• List 2-4 broad categories of comparison in the middle column, keeping 

in mind they have to be relevant to both topics.

• Walk students through the completing of the chart row by row. Point 
out to students that the categories are broad in order to allow for mul-
tiple details per item per category. 

• If the information is the same for both items, note it in both columns. 

Whole-Class Writing:
Guide students through the completion of a second Compare-Contrast T-
Chart on another familiar topic (e.g., two pets, two holidays, two foods, etc.).

Independent Writing:
Assign another everyday topic (e.g., two 
pets, two holidays, two foods, etc.). Identify 
2-4 middle-column categories. Students 
work in pairs to complete each row with 
multiple details. 

Repeat this skill for multiple days, even-
tually moving students toward working 
independently and with more complex 
information.

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

P I E
ORGANIZATION

Many associate 
the Venn Diagram 
with compare-
contrast writing. 

However, this organizer doesn’t 
ensure comparative categories. 
It separates information, but it 
doesn’t line up parallel details. The 
T-Chart is a much stronger tool for 
writers. 

Teacher Tip

Choose topics students know well 
so they can focus on organizing 
the information and not generat-
ing it.  When the format becomes 
more familiar, then assign 
students to compare characters, 
stories, weather, and life cycles, 
geometric shapes and community 
helpers.  

Teacher Tip

The secret to students’ success in 
completing a Compare-Contrast 
T-Chart is providing the middle-
column categories. Students will 
struggle to identify mutual facets 
that both ideas have in common. 
Consequently, the teacher must 
identify these before students 
begin.

Teacher Tip
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Simplify with flapbooks 
The 3D flapbook works well when students 
know minimal information about the topics.  

Laminate chart paper, fold it, cut it, and ad-
here it to foam board to create an extra-large 
flapbook. Use write-on/wipe-off markers within 
whole-class lessons on a variety of topics.

• Designate the top flaps for Item A (e.g., 
Fancy Nancy) and the bottom flaps for 
Item B (e.g., Lilly). 

• Identify each category of information per 
flap on a sticky note. Adhere it to the bot-
tom of the foam board. 

• For each fact written about Item A, reference parallel infor-
mation for Item B. 

Juggle lots of information
When students know a lot of information about both topics, utilize two ABC 
Charts (see Mini-Lesson #4, p. 80) and spread the process across multiple 
days. 
• Day 1— List the facts for Topic A (e.g., summer) on an ABC Chart.
• Day 2— List the facts for Topic B (e.g., winter) on an ABC Chart.

• Day 3— Identify the categories of comparison. 
Write them in the middle column of a piece of 
chart paper. Sort the sticky notes from the ABC 
Charts into comparative categories on a T-Chart. 

Draft a compare-contrast piece
Initially, the T-Chart is the writing. However, as 
students are writing more sentences and longer 
pieces, then the T-Chart serves as a pre-write 
only.

Circle each row and label it as a future para-
graph. Each paragraph addresses the same facet 
for both Item A and Item B. As a writer moves to 
the next row on the T-Chart, the category label 
can be fleshed out into a topic sentence followed 
by the specific supporting details for both items. 
  

SECTION 13: DRAFTING WHOLE PIECES

Teacher TipAdditional Mini-Lessons
When students are 
ready for indepen-
dent practice, provide 
them with individual 
flapbooks.

When transitioning from flap-
books to T-Charts, tip the flapbook 
on its side to reveal the notion of 
parallel information contained 
within vertical columns.

TOPIC A TOPIC B

CATEGORIES
OF COMPARISON

Fold the paper slightly off-
center in order to write the 
categories of information on 
the longer bottom flap.
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