Making Writing Workshop Work:
Engaging Reluctant Writers






Signs of a struggling writer

Avoids writing tasks
Short attention span
Can’t complete free-writing exercises

Misbehaves during writing time
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Writing is hard!

Topic choice

Spelling

Grammar rules

Handwriting

Expressive language
Working Memory

Planning, organizing, editing
Text structure



Cognitive Demands of Writing

Executive
Functioning
Working :



How do we motivate and support?

* Acknowledge that writing is hard

* Directly teach and support ALL skills you expect
students to apply

* Give direct feedback each time kids write

* Correct mistakes gently, focus on content

* Help with topic choice and key words

* Find an authentic purpose/audience

* Make the task finite

e Expressive writing is much easier than writing stories

* Use a process approach and apply it consistently



Provide Scaffolding

Tailor instruction to student needs
Directly teach foundational skills
Scaffold the task

— Timer
— Organizers/Templates
— Rubrics

Scaffold the language

— Direct teaching of language structures
— Word Banks

— Sentence starters



Basic Skill Instruction

Writing Fluency

Grammar and Mechanics

— Rules for capitalization, punctuation

— Parts of speech

— Complete sentences (subject, predicate)

— Word order

— Punctuation

Spelling
Work at the sentence level



Sentence Work

e Children from ages 8-12 should produce
sentences that average the same number of

words as their age.

* Cues to problems in written output:
— Short sentences
— Incomplete sentences
— Run-on sentences
— lllogical connections

Source: Clammer



Bare Bones Sentences

* Teach components of a complete sentence.

1. The baby naps. 4. Cars speed.
2. The cat purrs. 5. Puppies play.
3. The muffins bake. 6. School opens.

e Have students write bare bones sentences with
prompts.

* Teach sentence expansion



Sentence Work

* Sentence Expansion

— Students repeat and use a rubber band to
demonstrate

* | saw a pig.
* | saw a pink pig.
* | saw a pink pig play in the mud.
— Students answer who, where, when, why?
* The boy walked.
* The boy walked home.
* The boy walked home because it was getting dark.

* The boy from my soccer team walked home because it
was getting dark.

Source: Clammer



Text Structure for Writing

 What is required to compose narrative texts?
* Highly complex process requiring multiple
skills
— Generation of ideas
— Planning/organization to develop ideas

— Drafting the story adhering to narrative text
conventions (setting, characters, plot, theme)

— Review and revision of what was written



Text Structure for Writing

 What is required to compose expository texts?

— Familiarity with topic (background knowledge or
research)

— Knowledge of text type

 Main idea/details

* Thesis/supporting ideas

* Descriptive paragraph

* Process Paragraph/Sequence of events
e Compare/contrast paragraph



Writing Process

* Planning
* Drafting
* Revising



Topic Choice

 When they say, “l don’t know what to write
about,” kids are telling the truth, not stalling!

* Kids waste time figuring out what to write
about

— Assign a topic
— Give limited choice (2-3 topics)
— Brainstorm together

— Use sentence starters if needed



Planning

* “This is the point at which students begin to
organize their assighments and thoughts
systematically and sequentially.” #octman

— This stages requires the most instructional time
(more than is usually given to writing activities
overall)

— Teach students to establish topic, purpose,
audience, type of composition

— Use organizers/outlines or templates to help
distinguish relevant info and plan writing
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Drafting

* Free writing and journal responses are
unstructured activities

* Set aside some writing time to teach skills

* Provide structure when giving assighments

— Example prompts:
 List 3-5 ideas on given topic
 Circle the best one
 What is your key idea? Tell a friend then write it down.
* Use an organizer/outline to record your main points
* Write 5 sentences about your topic

— Give time limits for each step of the process



Drafting

* Less experienced/competent/confident
writers should be limited to one paragraph at

first
— Students are often given credit for quantity rather
than quality of writing
— Goals should be clarity and accuracy
— Shorter pieces foster successful attempts at
editing
* Writing is based on a complete outline

Source: Hochman



Paragraphs

* Topic sentences
— Subject plus a key idea
— Show them examples
— Write topic sentences for a group of supporting details

— Make sure students can distinguish between topic/
detail sentences

* Tips
— Brainstorm numerous sentences about a topic and
choose the best one
— Remind them to use different sentence types

— Do not have to begin with the topic word

Source: Hochman



Try it!

* Write at least three topic sentences for each
of the following topics

— New York City
— Hiking

— Pets

— Cooking

* Paragraph work examples--handout
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Editing

* Five fundamental techniques
— Add words
— Delete words
— Substitute words, phrases or clauses
— Rearrange

— Proofread for errors

* Provide checklists and rubrics for guidance

Source: Hochman, p. 423.



Editing Activity

* |Improve this paragraph by following the
directions below.

— Improve topic sentence - Combine two sentences
— Vary sentence starters - Add descriptive words
— Add concluding sentence - Expand sentences

— Give examples - Use sequence words

I went to my friends party. I had fun. We had
cake and ice cream. We played games.

Source: Hochman, p. 423.



Editing Activity

Last Sunday, Jim invited eight boys to his
birthday party. First, we played touch
football outside for almost an hour. Then,
we had delicious pizza and made our own
sundaes. I put sprinkles, hot fudge, nuts
and whipped cream on mine. Everyone had
a terrific time.



Editing Activity

* |Improve this paragraph by following the
directions below.

— Improve topic sentence - Combine two sentences
— Vary sentence starters - Add descriptive words
— Add concluding sentence - Expand sentences

— Give examples - Use sequence words

We went to the circus. It was great. I saw the
animals do tricks. I saw clowns. I got popcorn and
cotton candy. My grandpa took me there.



Giving Direct Feedback

Focus on content rather than mechanics

Provide authentic, positive feedback along
with suggestions for improvement

Teach kids to have meaningful discussions
about their work with each other

Rubrics can help focus your feedback



i

The first pro is trade begins again this is good because it more peaceful. The
second pro is that people could have there own land and there was no more lords.

The thread pro is having a fort to protect you.

The first con is that Guild would rip you off by selling you stuff very expensive.
The second con is that trade became very competitive. The thread con is the
sanitation was were bad because they did not have a way to collect the garbage

and throw it out.
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Assessment

Consider a writing fluency assessment (words
written per minute) if needed

Spelling inventory

Kids can only be held accountable for applying
grammar rules that have been directly taught

For content and organization, assess only what
you have taught

Use clear rubrics

Keep a portfolio



Dos and Don’ts

NEVER ask kids to just sit and write

DO give them a clear assignment and a small time limit
or an amount of writing you expect

DO help break the task into manageable units

DON’T expect kids to apply skills you haven’t taught

DO use each block of writing time to teach and practice
a specific skill

DO give feedback on ALL written work



Dos and Don’ts

* Make writing experiences authentic
— Topic
— Purpose
— Audience

* AVOID asking students to write stories

* DO spend time on all kinds of paragraphs,
reading responses, opinion pieces, essays
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