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Overview
The state of Texas mandates that students write 
expository essays to pass their End-of-Course Exams 
in English I. But, what exactly is an expository essay?

The glossary produced by the University of Texas 
and the Texas Education Agency (2009)  
defines expository text as: 

Think of the section of an editorial that provides 
background information on the topic at hand—
the part that provides substance so that you may 
understand the writer’s argument. Or think of a 
feature newspaper article that chronicles how an 
issue develops over time. That is expository writing. 
Expository writing is explanatory, as we have 
been told by Victoria Young, Director of Reading, 
Writing, and Social Studies Assessments at the Texas 
Education Agency. Teachers and students should 
keep this adjective in mind when they practice this 
type of writing.

At the Texas Council of Teachers of English Language 
Arts Conference in 2012, Victoria Young emphasized 
that the expository task asks students to “explain 
what they think about something.” Released STAAR 
expository prompts from various grades ask 
students to:

• Explain what makes [an important person] so 
special.

• Explain whether it is better to work by 
yourself or with a group.

• Explain whether people should be more 
concerned about others than about 
themselves. 

• Explain the effect of one new technology on 
people’s lives. 

Given the parameters of the prompts and the 
independent nature of test-taking, students must 
explain their opinion, or knowledge, or thinking 
about a given topic, in the absence of any other 
input. Yet, explaining an opinion is different from 
convincing someone about a position. In fact, 
many teachers ask about the difference between 
expository writing 

and persuasive writing. Victoria Young’s presentation 
included a slide that stipulated expository writing as:

 

Students must not develop their ideas in a way that 
is overtly argumentative but rather illuminative and 
discourse-like. However, this does not preclude 
students from using rhetorical devices and strategies 
that improve writing. Students should use such 
strategies when they bolster their explanation of 
what they think about something.

This playbook advocates an analysis process for 
using mentor texts. The first two sections explain the 
process and modeling techniques. 

This book will also break down the five components 
of expository writing that weaken—or strengthen—a 
student’s writing. The following components are:

Through analysis of modeling techniques, the 
playbook will explain the English I Expository 
Writing Rubric and the Spring 2012 English I 
Expository Scoring Guide provided by the Texas 
Education Agency, as well as certain components 
using information from Victoria Young’s 
presentations.

Thesis 

Organization 

Idea Development 

Transitions 

Introductions and Conclusions  

Jeff Anderson’s Analysis Process

Modeling

A type of informational 
text that clarifies or explains 
something.

Not trying to convince the 
reader to think a certain 
way or to accept a single 
viewpoint as valid.

Sample
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Who Should Use This Playbook and How?

This expository writing and scoring playbook was created in response to the high demand from across the 
region for more authentic student work samples, guidance, and explanations of how to validly score student 
work and to provide specific targeted lessons to address common issues found in low scoring student work.
This playbook contains ample student samples with annotations about earned scores, segments of mentor 
texts for skill-focused revisions, authentic student samples and released TEA samples, condensed scoring 
rubric, skill-focused mini-lessons and strategies to address common issues, guidelines and suggestions for 
process and use of samples and lessons.

The playbook is meant to inform and impact change in writing instruction and data analysis of student work 
in the following ways:

• Individual teachers, grade levels, or Professional Learning Community (PLC) use in planning of 
expository writing instruction,

•  Campus-level administrative and literacy leaders use in analysis and renovation of campus-wide 
writing plans, and

•  District-level strategic planning for writing initiatives to address student improvement in writing, as 
well as teacher efficacy and expertise in executing targeted writing improvement.

 This playbook can also serve as an ongoing and embedded support resource for teachers who have or plan 
to participate in Region Benchmarks for Expository Writing and/or Scoring Workshops.
We hope that you will find this guide useful in your ongoing work with improving student writing in Region 
13 and beyond.

In each writing component section, this book will:
• Outline some potential teaching strategies for high school classrooms. 

These strategies begin with the writer in mind. To that end,
Students should: 
Write to one of two possible Practice Prompts (pp. 122-123) so that teachers have a formative 
assessment of writing to gauge their students’ abilities and a student draft with which to guide students 
through the revision lessons in the playbook.

Teachers should: 
Use the strategies provided to guide students toward crafting their own thinking into accomplished 
expository writing. 

• Provide models per writing component: two published expository models, one strong Region 13 student 
essay, two strong TEA essays, one developing Region 13 student essay, and two developing TEA essays. 
Teachers will use these samples in an analysis process described by Jeff Anderson in his book, 10 Things 
Every Writer Needs to Know (26–36).

Ideally, this process will be modeled using a document camera so that the entire class may see the 
teacher highlight and annotate the piece. 

This also works great for one-on-one coaching with individual students or student groups.

Students should have their own copy of the samples as well as a pen/pencil and a highlighter.

Sample
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Jeff Anderson’s Analysis Process should be completed using the models a teacher feels will most benefit her class, given 
the formative assessment essay students wrote.  Each section of the playbook includes coaching strategies for the different 
components of expository writing. Again, the strategies begin with the students’ writing. The strategies will teach students to 
use their own ideas to craft essays. Eventually, using class discussion from the Analysis Process, anchor charts, and practice 
in their own writing, students will begin to master the five components of expository writing and independently write 
accomplished essays. 

1  Notice  
Students read the mentor text independently and use 
annotating techniques to mark anything in the text 
they like or find interesting that the writer is doing. 
Then, the teacher asks the students to point out what 
they noticed and share their noticings with the whole 
group. An innocuous strategy is to point to a single 
line of text and ask, “What is the author doing here?” 
Students might simply interpret the text. That is fine. 
But others will layer onto this meaning by adding, 
“The author is describing” or “The author is asking 
a question.” The teacher listens and takes notes on 
chart paper of what the students say. The idea here 
is to let the kids lead this conversation. The teacher 
values their ideas by listening and writing down their 
insights and comments, verbatim.

2  Interact
The teacher guides the students’ noticings to the 
focused skill of the writing lesson. For instance, the 
teacher wants the students to notice the thesis in 
the mentor text but no student pointed that out. 
Then the teacher should lead them a bit, saying 
something like, “I noticed the writer states her 
thesis in the last paragraph. Did anyone else see 
that? How does that affect her message?” The 
innocuous question to use here is, “Why did the 
author do that (place the thesis at end, begin with 
a question, etc.)?” The students should take over 
again, analyzing how and why the writer has chosen 
to state her thesis in this manner. Though the skill 
of writing a thesis is used in this example, this is a 
process that can be applied to any writing skill you 
are teaching.

3  Name
The teacher will bring in academic vocabulary and 
make broad generalizations about the genre of 
the writing. For example, if the essay the class is 
examining was organized in a cause/effect manner, 
the teacher will say to the kids, “Great! You all 
noticed that this writer is using a cause-and-effect 
organizational pattern. When is it a good time 
to use this type of pattern? What types of essays 
usually contain cause/effect?” Some of the kids 
may respond with answers such as: “To explain why 
something happened” or “To show why something 
is bad or good—like what causes the thing to be 
good or bad.” 

The class is then able to start making genre 
distinctions: “We use cause and effect a lot in 
expository writing, but sometimes I use it in my 
personal stories to tell the impact the event had 
on me.” Again, the teacher will take notes of what 
the kids are saying and use these to create anchor 
charts to place in the classroom to “anchor” 
their learning. If the class is learning the personal 
narrative and the expository essay, two anchor 
charts side by side (one titled Narrative and the 
other Expository) will help students distinguish 
between the genres. As they are interacting 
and naming the elements of the narrative and 
expository genres (both similarities and differences), 
the teacher adds these to the anchor charts, which 
begin to function as a running log of the class’s 
thoughts and noticings.

4  Experiment
This is a time for students to play with the language, 
patterns, or structures in their own writing, which 
are connected to the instructional objective or skill. 
Teachers should always have the students use a 
piece of writing on which they have previously been 
working such as a response to one of the Practice 
Prompt Essays (pp. 122-123). The teacher might 
say something like this: “Let’s look at the expository 
essay we’ve been working on the past few days. 
Let’s think about the mentor texts that we have 
been studying that have cause/effect structures. 
Could we organize our writings into a cause/effect 
pattern? Did some of you just naturally use this 
pattern?” If the kids haven’t used that organizational 
pattern, the teacher asks them to re-organize their 
essay into this pattern, though they may have to 
go back to their brainstorming to find ideas that 
are more appropriate to the cause/effect strategy. 
If they claim to have just done that naturally, the 
teacher should initiate a writers’ conference and ask 
them to describe the cause/effect organization in 
their paper.

 5   Reflect 
Students need a moment to consider if adding the 
element improves or detracts from the meaning of 
their essay and explain why they think so. They can do 
their reflections through a quick write such as an exit 
ticket or a Think/Pair/Share.

Jeff Anderson’s Analysis Process 

Anderson, J. (2011). 10 Things Every Writer Should Know. Portland, ME. Sample
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Modeling

This playbook can be used by teachers in a variety of ways:

1.  As in the introduction to the Jeff Anderson Analysis Process: teachers can take one to two full blocks of 
time to share and discuss the published expository models and student essays in each section, noting 
the qualities in a range of texts.

2.  As an informational text unit of study: teachers can take each section one at a time to fully discuss each 
mentor text and qualities. Teachers can then have students go back into their own essays in progress 
and revise for the attributes recognized as strong.

3.  Teachers can take a section in isolation to re-teach, revisit, and intervene for students who are still 
struggling.

4.  To fully capture the power of the reading/writing connection, teachers should first ask students to write 
to one of the Practice Prompts (pp. 122-123). Once students have written an essay from the Practice 
Prompts, teachers can flood students with the available published expository models and student 
essays, which students may emulate and experiment in their own revision.

Hints:

• Teachers should add to the published expository models and student essays over time with collected 
published pieces and current student samples to build a large library of texts. 

• Employing the new information learned, teachers should model revision of their own writing using a 
document camera.

• Teachers should create anchor charts of strong qualities of each section and then add strong student 
examples or examples discovered by students in books, articles, new stories, etc.

• The key is to not just teach each of these things one time but to spiral through the process of modeling, 
discussing, and revising.

Remember, the Region 13 student essays, the Spring 2012 TEA scoring guide essays, and the published 
expository models provided in this playbook should only be a start in terms of analyzing non-fiction text 
attributes.  Students should be flooded with beneficial examples from magazines, newspapers, internet 
sources, non-fiction books, and even textbooks.

Sample
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Thesis
 

Orienting to the Task
First, make sure students are clear about their task: they are to explain a point of view about a given topic and 
support their thesis with clear ideas and evidence. This is not an overtly persuasive paper but an explanatory 
one. Take this example of a prompt from the Region-Wide Benchmark offered in the 2012–13 school year.

For this prompt, students were asked to explain how they feel entertainment impacts society. Students 
needed a thesis statement to ground their essay and clear ideas that supported that thesis.

What students need to know about thesis statements:

• They must be stated—a writer may place the thesis at the beginning, middle, or end, but they must 
have a thesis statement.

• They must be clear and logical—a reader should easily be able to discern the writer’s thinking on a 
given topic.

• They must answer the question asked (in the context of writing to a prompt).

• They may be a road map for the paper, especially if placed at the top of the paper.

• They make a claim with which others might disagree or dispute (they go beyond the obvious).

• They may express why this topic/issue is important and worthy of discussion.

Read the information in the box below:

What is the value of entertainment in society? Think carefully about this question.

Write an essay explaining whether entertainment can positively or negatively impact society.

Neal Gabler writes that entertainment serves the purpose of being “fun, effortless, 
sensational, mindless, and predictable. In fact, one might argue that those are the 
very reasons so many people love it.” He goes on to say that entertainment has the 
ability to ruin our society by overturning our values and morals. Others feel that the 
entertainment (like movies, music, and art) actually elevates our society.

Sample
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Based on analysis of the 2012 TEA English I Expository Writing Scoring Guides and the student essays 
submitted for the English I Region-Wide Benchmark, student compositions most often break down at the 
thesis level. In her 2012 TCTELA presentation, Victoria Young noted the following issues in the students’ 
writing: weak, evolving, or nonexistent thesis, wrong organizational structure/form for purpose (i.e., overtly 
persuasive writing, writing a narrative about the prompt), wasted space (i.e., repetition, wordiness, extraneous 
details or examples, looping/meandering), meaningless introductions, and inclusion of too many different 
ideas for one page. All of these issues emphasized by Ms. Young may be the result of not beginning writing 
with a strong thesis.

Many of the lower-scoring papers from field testing and district benchmark testing had vague, non-specific 
or “wishy-washy” theses. For example, a weak thesis for the English II Region-Wide Benchmark prompt above 
might read, “Entertainment can be good, or it can be bad, depending on the person.” Weak theses led to two 
problems:

1. The composition meandered because of a lack of focus. Without a strong thesis to guide the paper, the 
students didn’t know what direction to take their writing. Many times, students attempted to bifurcate 
their thesis as in the example above. Weak writers simply could not bring a two-topic thesis home, and 
they wrote themselves out of focus.

2. Weak theses caused an oversimplification of the topic. For example, in the expository task we are 
seeing many students simply claim, “Entertainment is good.” This type of thesis led to a formulaic, four-
paragraph essay that never quite addressed the complexities of the topics. These essays left us asking 
ourselves, “What was the point of reading this essay?”

What’s In This Section?

Follow Jeff Anderson’s Analysis Process to help students identify strong theses and manipulate their own. This 
section includes the following examples to practice and model with students:

Strong Examples

• Two published expository models with notes (pp. 12–15)
• One strong Region 13 student essay with notes (pp. 16–17)
• Two strong 2012 TEA scoring guide essays with notes–Essay #15 (pp. 18-19) and Essay #16 (pp. 20-21)

Developing Examples

• One developing Region 13 student essay with notes (pp. 22–23) 
• Two developing 2012 TEA scoring guide essays with notes–Essay #5 (pp. 24-25) and Essay #7  

(pp. 26-27)

Coaching Students Toward a Stronger Thesis (pp. 28-29)

• Vague thesis
• Nonexistent thesis
• Bifurcated thesis
• Obvious thesis

These essays are also provided in the back of this playbook (pp. 126-152) . There, you will find essays without 
labels (strong or developing) and notes to use with your students for modeling.Sample
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Jeff Anderson’s Analysis Process

Reading
• What is the author doing?
• Why is he/she doing it?

Writing
• What are you trying to 

communicate?
• How should you do it?

Notice

Interact

Name

Independent 
reading

Identify 
strategies 
when we 

read

Try using the 
strategies in 
our writing

Discuss 
our 

writing 
progress

Prod, 
assist,
and 

scaffold
reading 

interaction

Experiment

Reflect

Region 13’s visual representation of Jeff Anderson’s Anaysis Process from the book 10 Things Every Writer Should Know.

Sample
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Published Expository Model #1 (excerpt from: The Overcrowding of Mount Everest)

1  Before he passed away, Hillary was critical of what he perceived to be the commercialization of 
climbing Everest, telling the New Zealand Herald in 2006, ”I think the whole attitude towards climbing 
Mt. Everest has become rather horrifying. The people just want to get to the top.” His assessment of 
the crowding on top of the mountain was prescient; today the summit of Mount Everest is a nightmare, 
suffering from litter, damage, and a critical mass of climbers. As mountain climbing becomes more 
affordable and the technology involved more advanced, action must be taken soon to sustain one of 
the most breathtaking places in nature.

2  In 1990, the success rate for reaching the summit was about 18%, with a total of 72 climbers making 
it to the top. In 2012, that rate more than tripled, with 56% of climbers, 547 in total, completing an 
ascent. As a result, the mountain above the base camp level is a mess of litter, human sewage, and 
the occasional dead body. Near the top, there are constant bottlenecks and crowded lines, with many 
climbers lacking the experience necessary to keep things running smoothly. 

Cothren, A. (2013). The Overcrowding of Mount Everest. Blouin News. Retrieved from http://blogs.blouinnews.
com/blouinbeatsports/2013/06/18/the-overcrowding-of-mount-everest/Sample
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Notes on Published Expository Model #1

The thesis can be narrowed down to this sentence, “As mountain climbing becomes more affordable and 
the technology involved more advanced, action must be taken soon to sustain one of the most breathtaking 
places in nature.” This thesis:

• Tells the reader how the author interprets the issue of mountain climbing on Mount Everest.

• Acts as a road map for the rest of the selection.

• Makes a claim that is logical and clear but not obvious (as more people attempt to climb, something 
must be done to keep Everest intact). 

• Expresses why this topic is important (Everest is one of the world’s most breathtaking places).

The organizational structure of the essay is enumeration, or listing, of different examples that support the 
thesis. One introductory paragraph supplies the thesis at its end, followed by two examples supporting the 
thesis.

Paragraph 1: 
Sir Edmund Hillary’s opinion about the state of climbing on Everest, which dovetails with a description of the 
current state of the mountain. Ends with the author’s thesis.

Paragraph 2: 
More evidence to support thesis—more people are going up the mountain, resulting in more trash and 
congestion at the top.

Interacting Guiding Questions for Thesis Analysis—Prodding, Assisting, Scaffolding
Students Read:
1. Is the author telling the reader with an explicit thesis how she feels about the issue?

2. Why did she use precise language to share her feelings?  

3. Where does the author place her thesis? Why there?

Experimenting Guiding Questions for Thesis Writing—Incorporating New Strategies into Our 
Writing
Students Write:
1. What is the most important thing I wish to communicate?

2.  Which strategy would best communicate my thesis? Like the strategy used in the published 
expository model ___? Like the strategy used in student essay ___?

3. Which precise language would best serve my ideas on the topic?

4. Where should I place my thesis?

Sample
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Region 13 Student Expository Model L-10

Strong

1  Quite frankly, entertainment runs our country. It has a tremendously powerful way of impacting society. 
Unfortunately, entertainment affects the public in an extremely destructive way that not only impacts 
adults, but frequently children, too.

2  Entertainment has a huge effect, especially in today’s children. The things kids watch or listen to 
influence how they act. For example, the TV shows have rude remarks that children pick up causing 
them to become bad-mannered, deceitful children. Especially alarming, is how addicted children have 
become to all electronics. Furthermore, all of the things kids see are aggressive events that become 
etched in kids’ thoughts. This could lead to serious mental illnesses. Of equal significance, children are 
learning their values from television, which isn’t positive. They aren’t learning to be caring, independent 
beings. These children are the future of society and with entertainment ruling their lives, the future 
doesn’t seem bright.

3  Additionally, entertainment has hurt adults. Entertainment deteriorates principles that were once 
present in grown-ups. Entertainment has made adults lazy and irresponsible. Similarly, entertainment 
has had a pitiful effect on child raising. Parents leave their children to entertain themselves instead of 
spending quality time with them. Instead of parents raising their children, the television is.

4  The violence, drugs, alcohol, and abuse that is present in society has been caused by entertainment. 
Entertainment has unquestionably, not only affected society, but has ruined it. 

Sample
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Notes on Region 13 Student Expository Model L-10

How this essay would be scored on TEA Rubric: 3—Satisfactory Writing Performance

The thesis is “Unfortunately, entertainment affects the public in an extremely destructive way that not only 
impacts adults, but frequently children, too.” This thesis:

• Clearly presents how the writer interprets the topic of entertainment.

• Provides a road map—the reader knows where this essay will go.

• Directly answers the implied question of the prompt, “What is the value of entertainment?” It also 
explains the impact on society.

• It makes a claim that is logical and clear, but that is also arguable.

The organizational structure of the essay is traditional: one introductory paragraph with the thesis at the end, 
followed by two supporting paragraphs, the thesis, and a reiterating conclusion.

Paragraph 1: 
Introduces entertainment generally and concludes with a clear thesis.

Paragraph 2: 
Begins enumeration of reasons that support the thesis—entertainment negatively affects children.

Paragraph 3: 
Continues with enumeration of reasons that support the thesis—entertainment negatively affects adults.

Paragraph 4: 
Conclusion restates the thesis.

The organizational structure is bolstered by transitions: “For example,” “Furthermore,” “Additionally,” and 
“Similarly” all signpost the steady enumeration of reasons and examples, if a bit mechanically. 

Organization and Progression: 3
• Appropriate structure
• Suitable organization strategy
• Clear thesis
• All ideas related to thesis, but not all are strongly related
• Transitions are meaningful

Development of Ideas: 3
• Development of ideas is sufficient—but not effective as in a 4. Paragraph 3 lacks specific development 

about how entertainment “deteriorates principles,” and the claim in Paragraph 4 that entertainment 
causes “violence, drugs, alcohol, and abuse” needs to be substantiated.

• Details are specific—but not engaging as a 4 calls for

Use of Language and Conventions: 3
• Clear and specific word choice: “deceitful,” “etched,” and “pitiful”
• Sentences are varied and, for the most part, controlled 
• Command is adequate

Sample
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Strong TEA Scoring Guide Essay

Sample
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STAAR English I                    Expository - 15 
Spring 2012

Composition #3

 Many people have gotten lost before while driving. Sure, one can use a map, but it is irritating trying to 

fold a map. Also, one can not find food places, lodging, gas stations, etc. using a map. One new technology 

has been created that will help you find and direct you to your destination. This is called a Global Positioning 

System, or GPS for short. Having a GPS can keep you from getting lost and make your life much easier.

 A GPS has a function to just show a map. This map has most roads accessible to the area that that 

person is driving in. Most GPS’s have an option to select a point of interest such as food, lodging, or even 

airports or hospitals. Imagine that two brothers are on vacation and driving through Houston at the end of 

the day. They decide to spend the night because they are tired, but they need to find a hotel. Brother #1 

types in hotel in the POI function. The GPS shows them the closest one and they are there within minutes. 

Now imagine these brothers in a different situation. Brother #1 is driving when all of a sudden Brother #2 

starts to have chest pains. Brother #1 does not know what to do so he types in hospital in the POI function 

of the GPS. It displays that there is a hospital three blocks away. There, Brother #2 is successfully treated for a 

heart attack. If not for the GPS, he might have died.

 Global Positioning Systems are indeed important, and not only to these brothers. People can find 

virtually anything if they needed to. That’s why GPS Systems can make everyone’s life be better. They help us 

find our way. 

Strong TEA Scoring Guide Essay

Sample
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Coaching Students Toward Stronger Thesis Statements

After modeling several expository pieces and showing the difference between strong theses and a weak ones 
using the Jeff Anderson Analysis Process, students should retrieve their Practice Prompt Essays (pp. 122–123). 
Teachers may teach and model the following strategies so that students may effectively revise this draft.   
However, count on several students needing extra coaching; teaching writing is often a small-group or one-
on-one experience. Identify students by groups depending on their specific thesis issues: nonexistent thesis, 
bifurcated thesis, vague thesis, too obvious thesis, etc. 
Coaching techniques for weak expository theses:

Vague Thesis

  Example: “Entertainment is very important and appreciated to the public, but some types of 
entertainment can be the ruin of us.” (Region 13 Student Essay E-10, p. 22).

   Question and Answer Session:  
First, demonstrate using the Fish Bowl technique. In a small group, ask one student if you can use his 
or her thesis to demonstrate. Ask the student to post his or her thesis for others in the group to see 
and read the thesis aloud. Model asking the student questions to clarify his or her meaning: “How is 
entertainment important? How is it appreciated? How can entertainment ruin us?” Model taking notes 
on the student’s responses. Model evaluating responses and deciding on the most interesting and 
meaty central idea to pursue. Model helping the student refashion the thesis to be specific, clear, and 
logical. Have students break off into pairs to take turns sharing their thesis and being questioned.

Possible Revised Thesis: 
Entertainment is important to the public, because it provides information about our culture and an 
opportunity for self-expression.

Alternate Revised Thesis:  
Entertainment is positive when it is varied and appropriately prioritized. However, many people today 
engage too frequently in entertainment activities that are diminishing and destructive to a healthy, 
balanced life.

Nonexistent Thesis

   Example: Student launches into reasons why entertainment is either good or bad, without a thesis.

    Inductive T-Chart. In a small group, revisit the prompt. Mark up the charge of the prompt: “Write 
an essay explaining how entertainment can negatively or positively affect society.” Emphasize the 
importance of a focused response to the question asked in the prompt. Pass out post-it notes of one 
color and ask students to jot down specific examples of how entertainment positively affects society. 
Have a large T-chart posted, and ask students to post their notes on one side. Pass out post-it notes 
of a different color and direct students to jot down specific examples of how entertainment negatively 
affects society. Ask students to post their notes on the remaining side of the T-chart. Students then 
work together to group the examples into smaller categories. Positive categories could be “Build 
Imagination,” “Teach Society about Issues,” “Showcase Role Models,” etc. Negative categories could be 
“Expose Young People to Mature Ideas,” “Promote Violence,” “Increases Laziness,” etc. Guide students 
to the understanding that these categories may be developed into specific, clear, and logical theses, if 
only students choose the strongest most interesting ones they would like to write about. For example, 
“Build Imagination” could be turned into “Entertainment can positively influence young people by 
building their imagination.” Of course, writing a new thesis through this exercise might force students 
to write a whole new essay. This is fine. Explain to students that starting with a clear thesis is the 
ultimate goal. Sample
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Coaching Students Toward Stronger Thesis Statements

After modeling several expository pieces and showing the difference between strong theses and a weak ones 
using the Jeff Anderson Analysis Process, students should retrieve their Practice Prompt Essays (pp. 122–123). 
Teachers may teach and model the following strategies so that students may effectively revise this draft.   
However, count on several students needing extra coaching; teaching writing is often a small-group or one-
on-one experience. Identify students by groups depending on their specific thesis issues: nonexistent thesis, 
bifurcated thesis, vague thesis, too obvious thesis, etc. 
Coaching techniques for weak expository theses:

Vague Thesis

  Example: “Entertainment is very important and appreciated to the public, but some types of 
entertainment can be the ruin of us.” (Region 13 Student Essay E-10, p. 22).

   Question and Answer Session:  
First, demonstrate using the Fish Bowl technique. In a small group, ask one student if you can use his 
or her thesis to demonstrate. Ask the student to post his or her thesis for others in the group to see 
and read the thesis aloud. Model asking the student questions to clarify his or her meaning: “How is 
entertainment important? How is it appreciated? How can entertainment ruin us?” Model taking notes 
on the student’s responses. Model evaluating responses and deciding on the most interesting and 
meaty central idea to pursue. Model helping the student refashion the thesis to be specific, clear, and 
logical. Have students break off into pairs to take turns sharing their thesis and being questioned.

Possible Revised Thesis: 
Entertainment is important to the public, because it provides information about our culture and an 
opportunity for self-expression.

Alternate Revised Thesis:  
Entertainment is positive when it is varied and appropriately prioritized. However, many people today 
engage too frequently in entertainment activities that are diminishing and destructive to a healthy, 
balanced life.

Nonexistent Thesis

   Example: Student launches into reasons why entertainment is either good or bad, without a thesis.

    Inductive T-Chart. In a small group, revisit the prompt. Mark up the charge of the prompt: “Write 
an essay explaining how entertainment can negatively or positively affect society.” Emphasize the 
importance of a focused response to the question asked in the prompt. Pass out post-it notes of one 
color and ask students to jot down specific examples of how entertainment positively affects society. 
Have a large T-chart posted, and ask students to post their notes on one side. Pass out post-it notes 
of a different color and direct students to jot down specific examples of how entertainment negatively 
affects society. Ask students to post their notes on the remaining side of the T-chart. Students then 
work together to group the examples into smaller categories. Positive categories could be “Build 
Imagination,” “Teach Society about Issues,” “Showcase Role Models,” etc. Negative categories could be 
“Expose Young People to Mature Ideas,” “Promote Violence,” “Increases Laziness,” etc. Guide students 
to the understanding that these categories may be developed into specific, clear, and logical theses, if 
only students choose the strongest most interesting ones they would like to write about. For example, 
“Build Imagination” could be turned into “Entertainment can positively influence young people by 
building their imagination.” Of course, writing a new thesis through this exercise might force students 
to write a whole new essay. This is fine. Explain to students that starting with a clear thesis is the 
ultimate goal.

Bifurcated Thesis (used when students do not adequately support both sides)

   Example: “Entertainment can be very helpful to society, but it can also be very harmful.”

    Peer Analysis. In small groups, model using the fish bowl technique. Ask to use one student’s 
bifurcated thesis and essay. Post the essay on document camera and model reading the essay aloud, 
highlighting the thesis in one color, and the student’s supporting ideas in another. Think Aloud an 
evaluation of the ideas presented for both sides. Which side has stronger evidence? Which side is 
more entertaining? Model writing a note to the student listing your conclusions from the analysis: 
how the thesis should read, why, and suggestions for further support for the new thesis. For example, 
“Janie, I think your thesis should be revised to ‘Entertainment helps society to be more imaginative.’ 
You have more evidence for this thesis. Another example you could provide is when parents read to 
their children at night. That helps them make up their own stories when they play.” Be sure to list all 
the items you wish students to write in their note or provide sentence starters for the note. Students 
break off into pairs and complete the analysis for each other.

Possible Revised Thesis: 
Entertainment helps society to be more imaginative.

Alternate Revised Thesis: 
Modern entertainment can distract people from the things that are important in their lives and propel 
them to emulate destructive behaviors.

Obvious Thesis

  Example: “Entertainment is a big part of society.”   

    Use the Inductive T-Chart to demonstrate the richness of the prompt. Emphasize that some 
expository prompts will ask the students to take a definitive stance on an issue, as the entertainment 
prompt does. Explain that a stance will not only focus their essay, but it will make their essay more 
interesting to read.

Possible Revised Prompt: 
Our society is very preoccupied with all types of entertainment and choosing the right kind can 
expand our minds and strengthen our bodies.
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