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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 on a Smekens Education password-protected website. To gain 
access to this site, purchase the entire Launching the Writer’s Workshop: Grades K-2 
from The Literacy Store (www.TheLiteracyStore.com).

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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I
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



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

17

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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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

Follow-Up Lesson
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Part 1— The Launch
Starting up a writer’s workshop can be an awkward and anxious experience. Many  
teachers confess that they struggle to get it off the ground. What should I do the first weeks 
of school? What are key lessons to jumpstart my writer’s workshop? How fast or slow should I 
move? These are valid questions. It’s easy to see why so many teachers are eager for some 
beginning-of-the-year lesson suggestions. 

The first 50 pages of this resource target the heart of what every teacher wants for the initial weeks of school:
• Techniques for generating topic ideas.
• Procedures to establish an intense and independent workshop environment.
• Methods to introduce the 6 Traits to students.
• Strategies for building a kid-friendly writing rubric. 

Part 2— The Rest of the Year
What do I do after the “launch”? How do I organize my writing units? Which lessons should I 
teach when? The second half of this resource includes over 70 explicit mini-lessons that 
target the most essential writing skills throughout the rest of the year. 

The remaining 65 pages of the book provide what every teacher wants when planning writing units:
• Lessons tied to particular writing genres (i.e., opinion/persuasive, informative, narrative).
• Bulleted points to highlight within the 15-minute lesson instruction. 
• Teacher tips that offer lesson insight and potential adaptations.
• Ready-to-go downloadable resources that support each lesson.
• Anchor papers and/or mentor text suggestions to demonstrate the lesson skill.
• Trigger suggestions that make the abstract concepts more visible and concrete for learners.
• Spin-off activities for students to accomplish during independent writing time.
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