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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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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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Setting
SECTION 2

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

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

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

Procedural Mini-Lessons

Expectations
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SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

If You Were a Writer, J. Lowery Nixon

Look At My Book, L. Leedy

What Do Authors Do? E. Christelow

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

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

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

Mentor Text

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

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

Teacher Tip

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

Teacher Tip

Teacher Tip
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SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Teacher Tip

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS

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

Teacher Tip

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Reveal the rhythm of a group confer-
ence:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Teacher Tip

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

Teacher Tip

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

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

Teacher Tip

Video Clip

SECTION 2: SETTING EXPECTATIONS
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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.

About the Authors




