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1. Making Time for Writing:

1 0 -1 5
Mi n u t es
Mi n i L esson

Daily routine of at least 40 minutes
. 4 times per week

20
Mi n u t es
S tu d en t
Wr iti n g

Finding Time to Write and Read
Make a Plan for Reducing Time Wasters
Potential Time
Wasters

Why?

Pencils

Roll/Lunch Count

Bathroom Breaks

Materials Distribution

Announcements

Classroom Warm Ups
that are not Best
Practices
(DOL, journal prompt of
the day, lengthy calendar
procedures)
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Alternatives

2. Materials for Students:
§
§
§

Writing folders, binders, or pizza boxes aka “My
Writing Office”
Sheet protectors for reference materials
Multi-colored highlighters or pencils for editing
with colors

Student Writing:
§
§
§
§

Writing paper (lines appropriate to age group)
Planning paper (blank—can used recycled paper
for this)
Pocket for notes/graphic organizers students are
writing from
Pocket for drafts of writing

My Writing Office
http://www.knoxeducation.co
m/sites/main/files/fileattachments/my_writing_offic
e_orig_-_for_website.pdf
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3. Routines During the Writer’s Workshop:

A

Anatomy of a Basic Mini-Lesson

Parts:

Teacher Talk and Actions

Student Talk and Actions

CONNECT

“Yesterday we saw, tried, learned……”

Known-to-new

“This week we’re focusing on……”

Students pair or group share to recall what they
already know about the skill:

“You’ve all gotten really good at……now we
are going to learn……”

“I tried…….,”
“I know that…….”
“When I want to ……I usually……..”

Point to charts, student work, or literature
as you make the connection
TEACH

Focus on ONE skill, strategy, or concept at a
time. Write the name of it in front of the
students. Tell them why it’s important.

Students follow teaching with their eyes, and if
able take notes along with you labeling the
elements you’re demonstrating.

“Today I’m going to show you……so that
you can……..”
Watch me while I show you how I think of
ways to……..”
Demonstrate the focus skill in front of the
students. Type and project onto a screen,
write on chart paper, or point clearly to
what you’re demonstrating in text.
TRY

Invite students to try out what you just
taught. Include choices for students to
consider whenever possible.
“Think of an example of_______
tell your partner how you might_______
with your writing.”

Students have a go with the strategy, concept,
or skill just taught. They may think of examples
and merely tell a partner, or may rehearse with
a “quick try” on a whiteboard or in their
writer’s notebooks.
Students share their tries with a partner or the
whole group to generate lots of possible ideas.

Walk around and listen to their attempts to
check for understanding and possibly plan
the next lesson
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Mini-lessons: “Tried and True”
§
§
§
§
§
§
§
§

Using Children’s Literature—“mentor texts”
Anchor Papers: Examining and labeling it with elements from the rubric
Teacher Model with Think Aloud about the strategy or process ”
Teach a technique and have students try it with “Quick Tries” on white
boards
What if?
Shared Writing—typed in front of students, print out, and label the
elements
Help Yourself with Spelling
Partner Activities—talk as rehearsal for writing (Elevator Talk )

Here are my “go to” lesson ideas when I am planning for instruction. I’m calling these “tried and true” not only
because they have worked for me for years and years, but that they are the most frequent modes of lessons I’ve
found in professional literature on the teaching of writing. A list of my favorite resources for finding lessons
follows if you’d like to read deeply on the subject yourself.

B

Using Published Writing as “Mentor Texts”

1 0 -1 5
Mi n u t e s
Mi n i L e sson

Another form of modeling to include as you begin to study any of the major types of writing is to use published
author’s works. You may not consider yourself a great writer so, as Katie Wood Ray says in her book Wondrous
Words, “With a room full of authors to help us teach, teaching writing doesn’t have to be so lonely.”
There are several helpful teacher resources for pre-selected mentor texts, but in my experience, it’s best if the
students begin to find these for themselves. With practice and a large volume of reading, students will become
more and more discerning about what “sounds great” in writing. Making this an explicit practice in your
classroom will build the habit of noticing well-written work, and also assure that the boon to writing skill that
high volumes of personal reading is associated with, is realized for every student in your room. As teachers and
in the professional literature, we know that students who read a lot, write with a higher quality, but that may
not always be the case unless we point out what students are learning about writing as they are reading.
Here is the basic plan for a mini-lesson with a mentor text.
1. Tell the students we are going to read aloud a piece of text to
notice what makes it quality writing.
2. Display the text so that the students can see the words and
read it aloud to them, or do it as a shared reading.
3. Have students pair share about whatever they noticed first.
Share some of those out loud with the whole class.
4. Focus the “noticings” on whatever your objective is for the
day. You may be looking at anything from imagery, to use of
transitional words and phrases.
5. List the elements they notice on chart paper, or other device
so they may be retrieved, reviewed and added to.
6. Ask students to continue noticing for that element in their
personal reading time throughout the week and invite them to
add to your charts for that element.
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Mentor Texts: Great Story Beginnings
1. Have students copy the first sentence or two out of their favorite story books onto
sentence strips. Have students take turns reading these opening sentences aloud to
the group. Post all of the sentences on a large bulletin board.
2. Next, as a class determine what are the key elements that make up a great first
sentence for a story and list these on a chart. For example it usually mentions:
•

Time, place and main character

•

Can provide suspense

•

Describes a scene which sets the tone

3. You can also have students categorize opening sentences into these commonly used formats:

Describe the MAIN CHARACTER:
“There once was a baby koala so soft and round that all who saw her loved her.”
Koala Lou, Mem Fox
“Grace was a girl who loved stories.”

Amazing Grace, Mary Hoffman

Describe the SETTING:
“It was a beautiful sunny day on a farm in the country known as Italy.”
Big Anthony-His Story, Tomie dePaola
“We were all sitting around the big kitchen table. It was Saturday morning.”
Cloudy With a Chance of Meatballs, Judi Barrett
Open with an ACTION:
“I went to sleep with gum in my mouth and now there’s gum in my hair and when I got out of bed this
morning I tripped on the skateboard and by mistake I dropped my sweater in the sink while the water was
running and I could tell it was going to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day.”
Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, Judith Viorst
Begin with DIALOGUE:
“That’s a nice hat,” said Chicken to Scarecrow.

The Scarecrow’s Hat, Ken Brown

Combination of Things:
“’Where’s Papa going with that ax?’ said Fern to her mother as they were setting the table for
breakfast.”
Charlotte’s Web, E.B. White
“Spring had passed, So had Summer, Freddie, the leaf, had grown large.”
The Fall of Freddie the Leaf, Leo Buscaglia
Finally, make a chart with possible sentence frames for students to choose from if needed to get their own
stories going.
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Resources for Finding Mentor Texts:
Websites:
The Writing Fix
http://www.writingfix.com/picture_book_prompts.htm
This site, organized by the Nevada Writing Project, houses hundreds of writing mini-lessons aligned with the 6 +
1 traits of writing. There is an emphasis on using published authors throughout, and with one click it will take
you to Amazon.com to buy any book mentioned in a lesson, so be careful!
__________________________
Pinterest
Search mentor texts for writing, at last check there were hundreds. You can narrow the search with something
specific such as “mentor texts for writing about setting.”
__________________________
Books:
Lynne R. Dorfman and Rose Cappelli offer extensive suggestions and specific lessons for using published works
to teach writing in the following two books.
Nonfiction Mentor Texts: Teaching Informational Writing through Children's Literature, K-8
Mentor Texts: Teaching Writing through Children's Literature, K-6
__________________________
This Southern California teacher does a great job of showing you how to use mentor texts in middle and high
school classrooms.
Write Like This: Teaching Real-World Writing Through Modeling and Mentor Texts by Kelly Gallagher
__________________________
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C

Using anchor papers to teach students about a
rubric:
two approaches:
Writing Anchor Papers with Students
Learning About a Rubric from the Inside Out

A powerful way to help students understand what the elements of a rubric really mean is to write
anchor papers reflecting each level on a rubric WITH the students. Here’s how:
1. Either write yourself, or locate a piece of writing that represents a “2” on the rubric
you are hoping to help the students understand. (On a four point scale this is a
paper that is just below proficient.) Project this piece of writing on the screen or
chart paper so that all of the students can see it.
2. Provide each student with a copy of the rubric you will be illustrating with the
anchor papers you will be writing together.
3. Read the “2” to the students aloud and ask them to find evidence from the rubric
for why it’s a “2”. For example, students may say, “I think it’s a “2” because it uses a
lot of everyday words instead of more interesting word choices.”
4. Using a piece of chart paper take suggestions from the class and collaboratively
rewrite the “2” paper to make it a “3” or proficient paper.
PLEASE NOTE: you will need to have taught the students about each of the
elements on the rubric before attempting this lesson.
5. Next, take the “3” paper and re-write it collaboratively with student input to make it
a “4”. There may be times during this process that you make suggestions yourself if
the students are stuck for ideas about how to write an advanced paper. Early in the
school year, you may even model and think aloud as you go to compose this
yourself in front of the students.
6. Finally, revisit the “2” paper and collaboratively re-write it to make it a “1”. Display
this paper as well.
7. Use these exemplars as anchor papers for students to refer to as they learn to
evaluate their own writing throughout the year.

Portfolio Wall with Anchor Papers
When teachers display anchor papers
and rubrics alongside the portfolio
wall of student writing, expectations
for writing at grade level can be made
very explicit for everyone.
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Scoring and Labeling Anchor Papers:

1 0 -1 5
Mi n u t e s
Mi n i L e sson

Be sure to collect anchor papers after each writing assessment with your department or grade level. Look for
solid papers showing clearly each element on the rubric which goes with the prompt given. There are anchor
papers to go with the Common Core State standards on the CDE website, or they can be accessed on our
website:
•

Pass out copies of the rubric and anchor paper to the students and project the anchor paper on a
screen.

•

Have the students review with you the elements on the rubric first, to clarify any writing terminology
they may not be familiar with.

•

Read aloud the anchor paper and pause after each section to identify any elements from the rubric that
were noticed.

•

Label those elements with arrows or color code each and provide a key.

Here’s an example from the grade 8 narrative anchor paper:
Narrative Writing – Biographical Incident Anchor Paper
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Anchor Paper/General Writing on website at:
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/miss_sadie_anchor_paper2.pdf
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D

Teacher Model with “think aloud”

1 0 -1 5
Mi n u t e s
Mi n i L e sson

Donald Graves wrote: “Students can go a lifetime and never see another person write, much less show them how
to write. ...Writing is a craft. It needs to be demonstrated to your students in your classroom...from choosing
a topic to finishing a final draft. They need to see you struggle to match your intentions with the words that
reach the page.”
It’s so true. At the most basic level the easiest way to teach someone anything is to simply show them how you
do it. The critical element to modeling is the “thinking aloud” you do as you demonstrate a composition. Talk
with the students about each decision you are making as you go. Feel free to change your mind and go back and
revise a word or phrase so that students can see how writers are flexible and revision happens in the midst of
the process as well as toward the end. Here is an example of a simple modeling lesson on choosing and
narrowing topics for writing a narrative:
“Writers, today I’m going to show you how I narrow topics for the biographical narrative I’m writing so
that I can find the pieces that are most important to include and meaningful to me. So many things have
happened in my life with my daughter, it’s hard to choose……Let’s see, I think I’ll make a big list of things
from this summer and see if one stands out.
•

Road-trip—her correcting my driving

•

Begging for new kitten……trying on some arguments

•

Tired all the time, what’s that about?

•

Visit to cousins….all those long noses

•

Watching her drive the barge the first time…..fear, pride

•

Work, earning her own money….careful……

“Now I want to close my eyes and think about which experience is most vivid with memories….I can just
see it, and feel it, it will be easy to write about……..”
I think I’ll write about the first barge ride…….ok……I’ll draw a quick sketch and list some words to get
ready to write…..I like to do this because I don’t have to think of a whole sentence, the labeling helps me
get right to the parts I want to include more quickly…….
Hand on the wheel, so many buttons, fear….will it start? Embarrassment, will anyone tease her? Push,
purr, so easy! Sparkle on water as could relax and enjoy ride…..so proud, so much more mature than me
at 16…….”
Teacher tips: as you model and think out loud, the students will naturally become stimulated with their own
similar experiences, or want to offer ideas for words to use etc. Tell them that this is your writing, and that in a
few minutes whey will be able to do their own. Encourage them to jot down ideas that come to them while
you’re teaching if they can handle that and still pay attention to the modeling.
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Shared Writing:
1 0 -1 5
Mi n u t e s
Identifying Elements of Opinion/Argument Writing
Mi n i L e sson
with Color Coding:
Provide students with a sample editorial piece of writing such as the one below. Establish a color coding
system such as:
Green: Opinion Statement
Yellow: Reasons in support
Pink: Counter argument
Underline or another color—facts and research to support
Guide students to highlight the article using the coding system. They may also want to number the
reasons and put a star by the strongest reason provided. They can keep these examples as “anchor
texts” to help them understand the structure of this genre of writing.

Are School Uniforms Really That Bad?
Last week the Parent Teacher Association met to discuss whether or not the students at
our school should begin wearing school uniforms. Most students who heard about the discussion
were completely against the idea. Juanita Sanchez, a seventh grader, said, “Uniforms are so gross.
Why would anyone want to look the same as everyone else?” This seemed to be the general
feeling among most students.
But this writer thinks that the school uniform issue should be seriously considered. In my
opinion, school uniforms are NOT that bad, and have some benefits that students should consider
before making up their minds against them.
Miss Sanchez stated that she felt that uniforms made everyone look the same. Is that
really so bad? Obviously, we don’t all want to look alike in every way. But maybe if we all had to
wear the same thing, we wouldn’t focus so much on having the coolest jeans, or the hottest
sneakers. According to an article in the New York Times, students our age spend about $50 a
week on clothes and accessories. That is a lot of money! What if you don’t have that kind of
money to spend on clothes? Unfortunately, at our school, if you are not wearing cool clothes,
people make fun of you. Nobody likes to be made fun of, so students take matters into their own
hands. Last year at Jefferson cool, over 60 students were robbed. Money, clothes, and jewelry
were all taken from lockers and book bags.
If everyone had to wear uniforms, students would not feel such pressure to keep up with
the latest styles. Also, students could express their individuality in different ways, like hairdos and
by must being more outgoing.
I urge parents, teachers and students at Jefferson School to really think about school
uniforms—they are not as bad as you think!
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F

Help Yourself with Spelling

1 0 -1 5
Mi n u t e s
Mi n i L e sson

Spelling is one of the most common challenges for young writers , so early in the year I always start a chart such
as this one, and add to it as we learn more spelling skills:
During this mini-lesson, explain to the students that there are many ways that they can figure out how
to spell words that they want to write without having to ask a teacher.
Label a chart with the title: Help Yourself with Spelling
Next, prompt the students to share all of the ways they know about for how to solve the spelling of an
unknown word without asking an adult. Chart these ideas as they are shared and demonstrate each
strategy to make sure everyone understands the strategy. Add to the chart as you teach new strategies
throughout the year.
The short list of these strategies may include:
§

Say it slowly and listen for the letter sounds you know

§

Ask yourself if that word is up somewhere in the room

§

Use a personal or class dictionary

§

Check the word wall

§

Is there a chunk in that word you know?

§

Have you seen that word in a book you¹ve recently read

§

Ask a neighbor

§

Put the letter sounds you hear and leave a line for the rest

§

Have a go with the word on a scrap paper until it looks right
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G

“Quick Tries” for Writing
Letting students “have a go” with a writing idea
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An effective way to get students to put a mini lesson or shared writing demonstration to use right away is to
encourage Quick Tries. Following any lesson, have students try out the demonstrated strategy. For example, if
you’ve just produced an opinion piece during shared or modeled writing with lots of reasons supporting the
opinion, ask students to think of one more reason that wasn’t included and write out a sentence describing that
reason as quickly as they can without worrying about spelling or even neatness! This is very similar to a “free
write” but strategically focuses on the writing element the students just learned about. This also removes any
pressure for correctness that students may feel when they are adding writing to a larger project.
Other examples of “quick tries” while teaching opinion writing might include:
•
•
•

Write a list of issues you care about personally
Try out various ways to state an opinion using a list of possible academic language frames
Write to ask your reader to take an action as a result of the opinion shared in a piece

You’ll need to model this for your students to help them see how to really go for it during “quick tries”. Go
ahead and show students how you try an idea, cross out and start over, or even stop mid-sentence if it isn’t
going well. You may want to create a chart like this to free students up:

Quick Try Tips:

H

•

Keep your pencil moving

•

Don’t worry about spelling

•

Don’t get too picky

•

Try several ideas and don’t worry
about which is best

Mini-lessons on Writing Workshop Procedures: What if?

One of the challenges of a workshop approach to teaching is that the students need to understand how to
manage themselves independently while you are either conferring with individual writers or meeting with small
groups. One way to prevent constant questions about what to do it to start charts called:
“How to help yourself with ___________”
Start this mini lesson by saying to the students that they may all be working on different kinds of things during
the workshop and that you need to be able to get around and help without being interrupted so that we are
now going to make a big list of all of the “what ifs……?” that may come up during workshop.
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I

Partner Activities

Grades K-3:
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/gk-3_elevator_talk__speaking_and_listening_2014.pdf
Grades 4-8:
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/g4-8_elevator_talk__speaking_and_listening_2014.pdf
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4. Resources for the Writing Goal:
§
§

Rubric, student checklist, or “how to “ chart for current writing type you are working on
Anchor papers or teacher modeled writing for the writing type with labels for each element
(see Section 10: Mini Lessons)

Student Standards Checklist
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/g3_ela_cccs_standards_checklist_for_students.pdf
Level 3 Rubric Poster
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/grade_3_informativeexplanatory_writing_level_3_rubric_poster_3-2014_0.pdf

Anchor Papers
See Writing Standards and Checklists in the Common Core
Section at www.knoxeducation.com

How To Charts
See writing types Student Tools in the Common
Core Section at www.knoxeducation.com
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5. Spelling Resources:
§
§
§

Fry’s high frequency word lists
My personal word wall
100 most commonly misspelled words

Fry’s Word Lists 1-100, 1-200, 1-400
See Language in the Common Core Section at
www.knoxeducation.com

My Word Wall
See Language in the Common Core Section at
www.knoxeducation.com
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/my_word_wall_format.pdf

100 Most Commonly Misspelled Words
See Language in the Common Core Section at
www.knoxeducation.com
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/100_most_frequently_misspelled_words.pdf

©Charlotte Knox at www.knoxeducation.com – Page 21

6. Vocabulary Resources
§
§
§

Cues, sequences, and transition words and phrases
Content vocabulary that goes with what they are working on “domain specific” language
Content vocabulary as needed by grade level for example: color words, days of the week,
feelings words, strong verbs, synonyms for “said”, etc.

Cues, Sequences, and Transition Words GK-3 and 4-8
See General Writing Student Tools in the Common Core Section at
www.knoxeducation.com
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/ccss_cues_sequences_and_transition_words.pdf
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7.

On the Walls:
§
§
§
§
§
§

Anchor Charts
How to Charts
Teacher modeled Writing
Class shared writing
Brainstormed topic lists or ideas for writing
specific sections of the piece such as “leads”
Academic Language Frames

http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/my_topics_list_ccss.pdf
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8. Tracking Student Progress
§
§
§
§
§
§

Portfolios
Portfolio Wall
Student “My Writing Progress” chat form with reflections and student writing goals chart
Anecdotal notes on post-its with mini-lesson planning form
Class Writing Proficiency Charts with standards: analysis of the class strengths and challenges

http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/my_writing_progress_chat_form_2015.pdf
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9. Managing the Process
§
§
§

Mini-lesson and anchor chart: what goes on during writer’s workshop
Status of the class
Making materials accessible
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Status of the Class
Checking in with each student after a mini-lesson as they are setting
off for independent work time creates a system for accountability
during the workshop. The writing process takes time, however we
don't want students dallying through the planning process for days,
or putting off revisions and never getting to publish. There are
several methods for checking in. You can simply keep a student list
on a chart such as the this example and ask each student to call out
where they are in the process before they begin. You could put a
check mark in the appropriate box for where they are in the process;
if several times they indicate they are planning you can make a note
to check in with them individually once the workshop is underway to
see why the planning process is taking so long.
(On our website) at
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/status_of_the_class_checklist__student_writing_progress_chart.pdf

Alternatively, students can self-monitor by
checking themselves off on a checklist,
such as the one below. This checklist can
sit out on their desk, so you can easily see
what they are up to as you walk around
the room. The clothespin system can also
work. Students simply move their pin
when they move on to another step in the
process.
(On our website) at
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/file-attachments/my_writing_progress_chart__steps_to_writing.pdf)

©Charlotte Knox at www.knoxeducation.com – Page 26

10. Conferencing
§
§
§
§

“I’m Ready for a Conference” Chart
Teacher desk for individual conferencing and note-keeping system
Whole group conferencing , “I noticed, I wonder”
Preparing extra adults to help you with individual conferencing aka, “writer’s coaches”

Ready for a Writing Conference Poster
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/ccss_writing_conference_poster_final_11-2013.pdf
My Writing Progress Form
http://www.knoxeducation.com/sites/main/files/fileattachments/my_writing_progress_chat_form2.pdf
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Whole Class Silent Work Time —classical music, establishing norms, “how to
help yourself”
Small group differentiated lessons during whole group time—placement of small group table, easel for
teaching, “spillover “ effect—benefits to whole class, managing this.
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Sharing and Getting a Response:
§
§
§
§
§

Author’s chair
Partner share
Read a favorite sentence, word, etc.
Publishing Week and Author’s Tea or parent event
School-wide writing celebration

The Author’s Chair:
Students Respond to Each Other’s Writing
Students may periodically sign up to read their work aloud to the class and get feedback. For K-1
students this can be a daily practice since their writing is not lengthy. Other ways to organize this
include:
o

Sign up to read a piece when students get to a certain stage in the process.

o

Designate days of the week for students to share.

o

Teacher chooses opportunity for sharing based on a teaching point the teacher wants to make.

Steps to Running an Author’s Chair Session:
1. Students read their piece aloud to the class.
2. The writer calls on students to comment on the piece or ask questions.
3. Another student or the teacher takes notes on the comments and gives them to the writer when
he/she is finished.
It is critical to teach students how to give appropriate comments and ask
helpful questions. You may want to create a chart with the students with
sentence stems and sample questions such as the example below:

Author’s Chair
I liked the part where…..
I liked the way you described….
I’m wondering why you chose…..?
I’m wondering where you got the idea for….?
I really like…… Could you describe/explain it in
more detail…..?
I noticed that you _____ Maybe you could try
_____instead?
That story made me feel……..
I could really picture……….
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11. FAQ:
tips for handling the most frequent challenges of teaching writing
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

What about the reluctant writer?
How do I keep the slow kids on track with an assignment?
How do I make sure everything is correct before publishing if I don’t correct every paper?
My students say they don’t have any ideas……how do I get them started?
I have students who are just learning English, how do I help them with writing in English?
How many pieces do the students need to finish? Do I need to grade every piece?
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