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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 three 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 
elementary writers. Others are a fast-paced review and 
therefore better for middle school or high school students. 
The left 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. 59-125) include 
more than 50 detailed writing lessons 
and are organized by the 6 Traits of 
Writing.

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, persuasive, or argu-
mentative writing. 

Lessons to INFORM readers in 
expository pieces, essays, com-
pare-contrasts, research, 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. 

Again, all the lessons in Part 2 are not 
applicable to every grade level. The 
right columns of pp. 5-7 suggest pri-
ority lessons per unit. This is a general 
pacing guide and skill progression. 
Again, it’s just a suggestion; 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

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. 

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 3-12 
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. 
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        Persuasive/Argumentative Mini-Units
Align with the strongest position
Answer what & why in constructed responses
Incorporate citations

Reveal persuasive reasons intentionally
Paraphrase author ideas
Choose voice based on the P.A.T.

Add specifics with name details
Add value with number details
Add description with comparison details
Create transitions within paragraphs

Craft persuasive introductions
Craft persuasive conclusions

 
        Informative Mini-Units

Organize information sequentially
Distinguish between details & development

Organize information categorically
Add specifics with name details
Add value with number details
Add description with comparison details
Create transitions within paragraphs

Narrow down writing topics
List, group, & label related ideas
Paraphrase author ideas
Incorporate citations

Craft informative introductions
Craft informative conclusions
Add interest with Snapple® details
Energize writing with strong action verbs

 

        Narrative Mini-Units
Narrow down writing topics
Craft narrative introductions
Craft narrative conclusions 
Choose voice based on the P.A.T.

Organize information sequentially
Distinguish between details & development

Add specifics with name details
Add value with number details
Create transitions within paragraphs

Choose the right word for the right spot 
Energize writing with strong action verbs

Writing Topics 
Write for different purposes  
Write about what you know 
Create a memories picture collage
Generate ABC Chart topics  
Springboard off other texts

Setting Expectations
Meet for daily instruction 
Describe the writing time 
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  

Developing Spelling
Develop independent spellers 
Provide topic-driven word charts 

Introducing the Traits
Define each trait visually & verbally
Reveal mentor text examples
Sing trait-based songs

 
Building Rubrics

Define “rubric” 
Establish an initial writing rubric

p. 12
p. 13
p. 14
p. 15
p. 15

p. 22
p. 23
p. 24
p. 25
p. 26

p. 30

p. 32

p. 40
p. 41

p. 46
p. 47
p. 48

pp. 52-53
pp. 54-55

PART 1: The First Weeks

The list to the right represents the most essential 
writing skills teachers should address per writing 
unit. Take note that these are not all of the lessons 
within Part 2— just the most important ones for 
grades 3-5, according to the authors of this book. 

The majority of these lessons fall within Section 8 
(Teaching Ideas) and Section 9 (Teaching Organi-
zation). Each writing mode requires that the right 
information be arranged in the appropriate order. 
Therefore, skills from Sections 10-13 may be less of 
a priority when instructional time is limited. 

pp. 78-79
p. 63

p. 82
p. 67
p. 68
p. 69
p. 88

p. 60
p. 76
p. 72
p. 73

p. 92
p. 93
p. 66 
p. 107  
  
 

p. 60
p. 94 
p. 95 
p. 101

pp. 78-79
p. 63

p. 67 
p. 68
p. 88

p. 106
p. 107

PART 2: The Rest of the Year

Grades 3-5

p. 62 
p. 83
p. 73

p. 85
p. 72
p. 101

p. 67 
p. 68
p. 69 
p. 88

p. 90 
p. 91  

I

P

E
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Grades 6-8
PART 2: The Rest of the YearPART 1: The First Weeks

The list to the right represents the most essential 
writing skills teachers should address per writing 
unit. Take note that these are not all of the lessons 
within Part 2— just the most important ones for 
ELA grades 6-8, according to the authors of this 
book. 

The majority of these lessons fall within Section 8 
(Teaching Ideas) and Section 9 (Teaching Organi-
zation). Each writing mode requires that the right 
information be arranged in the appropriate order. 
Therefore, skills from Sections 10-13 may be less of 
a priority when instructional time is limited. 

IMPORTANT: The suggested skills listed for grades 
6-8 are based on foundational skills being taught 
in grades 3-5.  If students lack that preparation, 
then middle school ELA teachers will likely need to 
teach mini-lessons noted in the lower grade-level 
scaffold on p. 5. 

Writing Topics 
Write for different purposes 
Create a memories picture collage
Springboard off other texts  
List things wrong in the world

Setting Expectations
Meet for daily instruction 
Describe the writing time 
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  

Developing Spelling
Develop independent spellers 
Provide topic-driven word charts 

Introducing the Traits
Define each trait visually & verbally
Reveal mentor text examples

 
Building Rubrics

Define “rubric” 
Establish an initial writing rubric

p. 12
p. 14
p. 15
p. 19

p. 22
p. 23
p. 24
p. 25
p. 26

p. 30

p. 32

p. 40
p. 41

p. 46
p. 47

pp. 52-53
pp. 54-55

        Persuasive/Argumentative Mini-Units
Align with the strongest position
Answer what & why in constructed responses
Incorporate citations
Choose voice based on the P.A.T.

Generate a thesis statement
Adapt Yes, MA’AM to fit longer essays
Paraphrase author ideas

List, group, & label related ideas 
Add “leg” sentences per “table-top” reason

Add credibility with expert voices
Add information with definition details
Create transitions within paragraphs

Convert a persuasive to an argument
Craft persuasive/argumentative introductions
Craft persuasive/argumentative conclusions

        Informative Mini-Units
Organize information sequentially
Generate a thesis statement
Add “leg” sentences per “table-top” reason
Choose voice based on the P.A.T.

List, group, & label related ideas
Add credibility with expert voices
Paraphrase author ideas
Incorporate citations

Add information with definition details
Add interest with Snapple® details
Create transitions within paragraphs

Organize information categorically
Craft informative introductions
Craft informative conclusions

Organize compare-contrast information

        Narrative Mini-Units
Narrow down writing topics
Craft narrative introductions
Craft narrative conclusions 

Organize information sequentially
Choose voice based on the P.A.T.

Create transitions within paragraphs
Show actions, don’t tell feelings
Add information with definition details

p. 62  
p. 83
p. 73
p. 101

p. 61
p. 84
p. 72

p. 76 
p. 64

p. 71
p. 65
p. 88

p. 86
p. 90
p. 91

pp. 78-79
p. 61
p. 64
p. 101

p. 76
p. 71
p. 72
p. 73

p. 65
p. 66
p. 88

p. 82 
p. 92
p. 93

pp. 80-81

p. 60 
p. 94
p. 95

pp. 78-79
p. 101

p. 88
p. 99
p. 65

I

P

E
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        Persuasive/Argumentative Mini-Units 
Align with the strongest position
Answer what & why in constructed responses
Incorporate citations

Generate a thesis statement
Adapt Yes, MA’AM to fit longer essays 
Paraphrase author ideas

Add “leg” sentences per “table-top” reason
Add credibility with expert voices 
Add life with anecdotes
Create transitions within paragraphs

Present both sides of an argument
Create transitions among paragraphs
Infuse voice in 3 ways

Craft persuasive/argumentative introductions 
Craft persuasive/argumentative conclusions

Maintain a respectful tone in arguments 
Vary sentences based on information
Add sophistication to persuasive sentences

        Informative Mini-Units
Generate a thesis statement
Add “leg” sentences per “table-top” reason
Paraphrase author ideas
Incorporate citations

Organize information categorically 
Add credibility with expert voices

Add interest with Snapple® details
Add life with anecdotes
Create transitions within paragraphs

Craft informative introductions
Craft informative conclusions
Infuse voice in 3 ways

Organize compare-contrast information
Create transitions among paragraphs
Vary sentences based on information

        Narrative Mini-Units
Narrow down writing topics
Organize information sequentially
Craft narrative introductions
Craft narrative conclusions 

Create transitions within paragraphs 
Create transitions among paragraphs
Infuse voice in 3 ways
Apply fluency in narrative writing

Writing Topics 
Write for different purposes
Create a life line of experiences
Identify questions & concerns on a graffiti wall 
List things wrong in the world

Setting Expectations
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
Develop independent spellers 
Define convention formality

Introducing the Traits
Define each trait visually & verbally
Reveal mentor text examples

 
Building Rubrics

Define “rubric” 
Establish an initial writing rubric

Grades 9-12
PART 1: The First Weeks PART 2: The Rest of the Year

p. 12
p. 16
p. 18
p. 19

p. 24
p. 25
p. 26

p. 30

p. 32

p. 40
p. 42

p. 46
p. 47

pp. 52-53
pp. 54-55

The list to the right represents the most essential 
writing skills teachers should address per writing 
unit. Take note that these are not all of the lessons 
throughout Part 2— just the most important ones 
for ELA grades 9-12, according to the authors of this 
book. 

The majority of these lessons fall within Section 8 
(Teaching Ideas) and Section 9 (Teaching Organi-
zation). Each writing mode requires that the right 
information be arranged in the appropriate order. 
Therefore, skills from Sections 10-13 may be less of a 
priority when instructional time is limited. 

IMPORTANT: The suggested skills listed for grades 
9-12 are based on foundational skills being taught 
in grades 3-8.  If students lack that preparation, then 
high school ELA teachers will likely need to teach  
lessons noted in the lower grade-level scaffolds on 
pp. 5-6. 

p. 62  
p. 83
p. 73

p. 61
p. 84
p. 72 

p. 64
p. 71
p. 70
p. 88

p. 87
p. 89
p. 100

p. 90
p. 91

p. 103
p. 114
p. 115

p. 61
p. 64
p. 72
p. 73

p. 82
p. 71

p. 66
p. 70
p. 88

p. 92
p. 93
p. 100

pp. 80-81
p.  89
p. 114

p. 60 
pp. 78-79 
p. 94
p. 95

p. 88
p. 89
p. 100
p. 113

I

P

E
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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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SECTION 1
Writing

Topics
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There are three common purposes for 
writing— to persuade (within per-
suasives/argumentatives), to inform 
(within informatives), and to enter-
tain (within narratives).

Knowing that, support students in 
generating topics for those different 
writing purposes. Spend the first days 
of school filling up writers’ notebooks 
with lists of potential writing topics 
that fit those different purposes. 

Emphasize that writers need to stay 
within their individual topic terri-
tories. Many times, students select 
topics they are interested in but know 
little or nothing about. They choose to 
write about unfamiliar topics. With-
out additional research and study, the 
writing will inevitably be short and 
skimpy. They cannot develop what 
they don’t know. 

Mini-lessons for 
PERSUASIVE & ARGUMENTATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 12  Write for different purposes
ML #2     p. 13  Write about what you know
ML #4     p. 15  Generate ABC Chart topics 
ML #5     p. 15  Springboard off other texts
ML #8     p. 18  Identify questions & concerns on a graffiti wall
ML #9     p. 19  List things wrong in the world

Mini-lessons for 
INFORMATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 12  Write for different purposes
ML #2     p. 13  Write about what you know
ML #4     p. 15  Generate ABC Chart topics
ML #5     p. 15  Springboard off other texts
ML #8     p. 18  Identify questions & concerns on a graffiti wall

Mini-lessons for 
NARRATIVE WRITING UNITS

ML #1     p. 12  Write for different purposes
ML #2     p. 13  Write about what you know
ML #3     p. 14  Create a memories picture collage
ML #5     p. 15  Springboard off other texts
ML #6     p. 16  Create a life line of experiences
ML #7     p. 17  Generate narratives in response to reading

Lessons Appropriate Per Unit

P

I

E
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MINI-LESSON #1: Write for different purposes 
Reveal several authentic and age-appropriate writings that are relevant to 
the students’ everyday world:

 

Each of these was written 
for an intentional purpose. 
People write for a reason. 
Provide students with a 
copy of the P.I.E. Foldable 
and introduce the three 
major modes or purposes 
for writing. 

P = Write to persuade, influence, convince, motivate, argue, defend, cri-
tique, evaluate, or express a feeling or an opinion. Identify which of the 
real-world writing examples fall under this purpose (e.g., birthday party 
invitation, magazine advertisement, poster/flyer hanging in the hallway,  
movie or video game review, college application essay, etc.).

I = Write to inform, explain, teach, clarify, define, or demonstrate under-
standing. Identify which of the real-world writing examples fall under 
this purpose (e.g., classroom/school newsletter, sports article in local 
newspaper, YouTube video tutorial, homework listed in agenda book, 
school supply list, written explanation to a math answer, college accep-
tance letter, SAT study guide, answer to end-of-chapter question, etc.).

E = Write to entertain, convey a story, or share an experience. Identify 
which of the real-world writing examples fall under this purpose (e.g., 
restaurant place mat with kid games, social-media photo/post, news-
paper comics section, anecdote revealed in a text message, song lyrics, 
magazine article, etc.).

Conclude this general overview explaining that students will experience all 
three modes of writing throughout the year. 

Independent Writing:
Using the Purposeful Writing Topics 
handout, students brainstorm writing 
topics that fit each of the three purposes. 

NOTE: Students are not writing any of 
the drafts today. Rather, they are simply 
listing topics they might write about on 
another day.

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Mentor Text

P I E

• Birthday party invitation
• Magazine advertisement
• Restaurant place mat with kid games
• Classroom/school newsletter
• Sports article in local newspaper
• YouTube video tutorial
• Homework listed in agenda book
• School supply list
• Written explanation to a math answer
• Social-media photo/post

• Poster/Flyer hanging in the hallway
• Newspaper comics section
• College application essay
• College acceptance letter
• SAT study guide
• Anecdote revealed in a text message
• Song lyrics
• Movie or video game review
• Answer to end-of-chapter question
• Magazine article

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

Further clarify the differences 
among the three modes by reveal-
ing three texts on the same topic— 
each with a different purpose. 

P •  Save the sea turtle brochure

I  •  Types of turtles 

E •  Ninja Turtles comic book

The P.I.E. Foldable can serve as a 
place for students to take notes 
on the different characteristics of 
each mode throughout the year. 
Students can refer back to this 
resource, updating it with new 
information they learn. 

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 writing topics using the I Know About 
handout. 

• I am a parent. I could share lots of informa-
tion about raising teenagers.

• I’ve done lots of fishing. I could share sto-
ries and even teach the reader about the best 
kinds of bait to use. 

• I’ve had lots of experience at nursing homes. 
I could write about the important things I’ve 
learned about life from the elderly. 

• I am a master at saving money at the gro-
cery. I could tell story after story about how I 
got great deals. 

Inquire with students if they, too, have a deep 
knowledge of these same topics. (They prob-
ably don’t— which is the point.) Reiterate 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.

Independent Writing:
Provide students with the I Know About handout to make a list of topics 
they have personal knowledge on. 

Purchase the Bright Ideas 
light bulb via the online 
resource. 

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

P I E

It is possible to learn about an 
unfamiliar topic before writing 
about it. It’s common that writers 
read and research topics they 
initially have little or no back-
ground knowledge on. This is the 
case when writing in the content 
areas and/or generating research 
reports. 

Follow-Up Lesson

Visual Trigger

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

Rather than creating 
a paper list of writ-
ing topics, utilize the 
available technology 

and have students maintain a list 
of topics on Pinterest. With several 
pin-up boards on broad subjects, 
students could list smaller topics 
for future writings. 

Teacher Tip



14 Launching the Writer’s Workshop: Grades 3-12, Kristina Smekens and Maureen Scane
 2017 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.

MINI-LESSON #3: Create a memories picture collage
Spark students’ personal memories using words and images. Each of these 
memories could be a future writing topic for another day. 

Reveal a personal collage of topics. One by one, identify what the different 
images are within the collage and the personal stories they represent. 

Independent Writing:
Identify the supplies (e.g., glue, scissors, markers, etc.) students will need 
and their source of images (e.g., magazines, catalogs, etc.).

Remind students that they are looking for images that represent topics they 
know about personally. These may include:
 • Areas of expertise   • Favorite games/activities
 • Known people  • Places been
 • Memorable events  • Unique talents or traits 
 • Favorite hobbies/interests • Lessons learned

Emphasize that everyone’s memories and experiences are different, so the 
collages will all look different.

This lesson can be repeated 
throughout the year as magazine 
and catalog images change with 
the seasons. 

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

P I E

Teacher Tip

This lesson could be done digi-
tally. Depending on the technol-
ogy being used, a student could 
build a digital collage by inserting 
images from the internet or his 
camera roll.

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! 
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Parody writers use one 
text as the inspiration 
for a second one. For 
more information, read 
“Teach Parody with 
Picture Books” via the online 
resource. 

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. 

Independent Writing:
Provide students with a paper 
or digital version of the ABC 
Chart to generate their own writing 
topics. 

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

P I E

This strategy can be repeated 
throughout the year using 
smaller, more focused subjects 
like “Personal Pet Peeves.”

Teacher Tip

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

MINI-LESSON #5: 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.

Favorite list books—
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

P I E
Mentor Text

Follow-Up Lessons
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MINI-LESSON #6: Create a life line of experiences
The best narrative topics come from personal experiences. Reflecting on 
one’s own life provides great fodder for story writing. 

Model how to create a life line. 
• Draw a horizontal timeline and label it Life Line.
• Recall several positive, enjoyable, happy memories. Explain that  those 

“highs” are to be noted above the timeline (e.g., victories, vacations, 
holidays, milestones, etc.). 

• Reflect on some negative, disappointing, sad memories. Explain that 
those “lows” are to be 
noted below the timeline 
(e.g., failures, bad-news 
moments, etc.). 

• Identify an early-in-life 
memory and whether 
it was a “high” or “low” 
event. 

• Plot this first memory on 
the left of the timeline.

• Note the date and cap-
tion the significant 
moment. Provide only a 
gist statement— just enough to label the memory.

• Move down the timeline and mark the next notable memory.

Each of these “blips” on the life line represents an individual writing topic. 
Within the timelines, students will have numerous narrative stories that 
comprise their lives. 

Independent Writing:
Provide students paper and colored pencils/markers to create their own 
life lines. End the writing time with students each marking three specific 
“blips” that would make for great narrative writings in the future.

NOTE: Using available technology, 
students could create a digital life 
line that includes inserting personal 
photos, videos, maps, etc. Consider the 
possibilities after watching the Google 
Chrome commercial within the online 
resource. 

P I E

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Return to the life lines when 
beginning a memoir writing unit.  
Unlike a traditional personal nar-
rative, a memoir doesn’t focus on 
what happened as much as how it 
felt. A memoir is more insightful. 
It combines the feeling of a sig-
nificant memory with the author’s 
reflections. It digs below the sur-
face details and incorporates the 
personal significance or impact.

Follow-Up Lesson
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SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

MINI-LESSON #7: Generate narratives in response to reading
Most standardized writing assessments are now rooted in reading. No longer 
are students writing personal narratives based on background knowledge. 
Instead, they are often asked to write a narrative in response to provided 
text(s). 

Consequently, there will be many times when students are assigned a narra-
tive writing task— and it’s not one they have had personal experience with. 
This lesson provides an overview of five unique narratives that could be gen-
erated in response to a recent reading. 

1. Rewrite the story. After reading a fictional text, students rewrite the 
same story, with the same basic plot, but told from a different character’s 
point of view.

2. Continue the story. After reading a story, students write what hap-
pens next or predict how the characters will handle themselves the next 
time a similar situation occurs.

3. Insert the missing. There are places in texts where an author mentions 
an event but doesn’t write out all the details. Perhaps an author refer-
ences a phone conversation that was never detailed in the text. Or, the 
author may state that the character wrote a letter, but the actual letter 
is never revealed in the text. Within these products, students are to write 
only the missing portion or excerpt that would likely fit within the plot of 
the original text.

These first three narrative writing tasks are all based on literature. However, 
it’s possible to write a narrative after reading informational text. The next 
two narrative tasks are fiction based on fact.

4. Create historical fiction. After reading an historical account, students 
write a story about a day in the life of someone living in that setting.

5. Generate a sci-fi. Students may read an informational text about a sci-
ence concept and then have to incorporate the principles into the plot of a 
sci-fi story.

All five of these tasks require that students understand the plot structure of 
a story. Details about characters, settings, problems, and solutions are all 
pulled from the original text and incorporated into their narratives. The key 
is students are demonstrating they comprehended the original text. Unlike 
the traditional personal narrative that is based on the student’s experiences, 
these stories rely solely on details from the assigned reading.

Independent Writing: 
Identify recently read texts (literature or informational). As a class, and using 
the details from the original texts, brainstorm possible story plots that would 
fit the various narrative types. Remind students that a plot must have a prob-
lem/conflict and a solution/resolution. 

P I E

Teacher Tip
Connect the reading and the writ-
ing curricula. Tie narrative writing 
tasks directly to the content 
learned from literature and infor-
mational text. 

Video Clip

For more information about this 
lesson concept, watch “Generate 
Narratives in Response to Reading” 
via the online resource. 
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MINI-LESSON #8: Identify questions & concerns on a graffiti wall 
Discuss what students know about a wall of graffiti. Comments might include:

• There is a purpose or message within the graffiti.
• The message is visual and often colorful.
• The writing is skewed and haphazard, adding to the “art” effect.

With a common understanding of the term “graffiti wall,” now introduce the 
notion of building an all-class version. Announce that students will generate 
a visual collection of things they wonder about— confusions they have, 
problems that exist, questions they want answers to, etc. Explain that this 
wall of headlines and visuals will serve as topic inspiration for their next 
research paper, persuasive writing, or argumentative essay. 

Model how to identify a graffiti-
wall item using magazines and 
newspapers. 

• Study the headlines, photos, 
articles, advertisements, etc. 

• Think Aloud about possible 
controversial, political, 
environmental, and social 
issues. Go beyond the literal 
meanings of the images and 
ideas and consider different 
perspectives, possible 
problems, potential outcomes, 
etc. (This is like the book 
springboard concept explained 
in Mini-Lesson #5, p. 15.) 

• If the word/image causes 
some questions, cut it out 
and adhere it to the graffiti 
wall. (This is like the memory 
picture collage explained in  
Mini-Lesson #3, p. 14.)

• Consider adding a short 
caption or question to label the image or word. 

• Repeat this process, identifying additional items for the graffiti 
wall.

Together, students will build an eclectic mix of high-interest topics. In the 
near future, each student will identify one of the issues from the graffiti wall 
to be the subject matter of an informative, persuasive, or argumentative 
writing. 

Independent Writing:  
Identify the wall space or bulletin board (covered with poster board or butcher 
paper) that will become an all-class graffiti wall. Provide an assortment of 
magazines and newspapers for students to sift through. Also set out any 
needed supplies (e.g., glue, tape, scissors, markers, etc.).

Post the graffiti wall for several 
days/weeks. This will be the source 
of inspiration for future research 
topics. During this time, some 
students might abandon their 
original topics and need to use the 
wall to identify new ones. 

SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

P I E

Teacher Tip

Each class period adds to the same 
graffiti wall of topics. Have plenty 
of magazines and newspapers in 
reserve. After the first several class-
es/periods, the original resources 
will be pretty well picked over.

Teacher Tip
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SECTION 1: WRITING TOPICS

Mentor Text

 
MINI-LESSON #9: List things wrong in the world
In anticipation of an opinion, persuasive, or argumentative writing unit, stu-
dents need a clear understanding of what counts as a debatable topic. 

Informative writing explains a topic or issue. But persuasive/argumentative 
advocates for a position on a topic or issue. More than just telling the reader 
information, this writing influences, convinces, persuades, or motivates the 
reader. The writer is defending, arguing, or claiming that one perspective is 
better than another. This means the argued topic has to have multiple sides; 
it must be debatable. 

To do this, begin identifying topics that 
students have strong opinions about. Reveal 
the Things Wrong in the World handout. 
Brainstorm topics that come to mind for the 
various categories: 

• Rules to change
• Things you want/wish for 
• Problems to fix
• Things to change  
• Injustices all around
• Favors to ask
• Suggestions to make
• Things not fair
• People to help

Independent Writing: 
Use a portion of the writing time for students to identify topics per category. 
Then, when idea-generation slows, lead the class on a silent field trip. Walk 
them throughout the school building, encouraging them to observe their 
world as writers. Whom do they see that you could help? What do you see that 
needs fixing? What situations seem unfair? 

Take them to familiar places within the building (e.g., the gymnasium, main 
office, cafeteria) and to some less familiar ones (e.g., the boiler room, the 
teachers’ lounge, behind the kitchen counter). What do they see, question, or 
wonder?

While participating in this silent field trip, students are looking for situations 
that they have opinions about. They make note of them within their Things 
Wrong in the World handouts. 

P I E

Teacher Tip
For added inspiration, 
students can look 
throughout www.
procon.org. This website 
is a hub of debatable 
topics. 

Introduce students to the concept 
of debatable topics via read alouds. 

LITERATURE
Some picture books develop mul-
tiple character viewpoints within 
the same story line.

Click, Clack, Moo, Cows That Type,  
D. Cronin

The Day the Crayons Quit,  
D. Daywalt 

Duck! Rabbit! A. Krouse Rosenthal
Hey, Little Ant, P. Hoose
Voices in the Park, A. Browne

INFORMATIONAL TEXT
Each of these texts presents two 
viewpoints on the same topic or 
event.

Perspectives Flip Books series—
Animal Testing 
Punishing Bullies 
School Lunches 
Social Media 

The Split History series—
American Revolution, M. Burgan
Battle of Gettysburg, S. Fitzgerald
Civil Rights Movement, N. Higgins
Civil War, S. Fitzgerald
Westward Expansion, N. Musolf
Women’s Suffrage, M. Burgan
World War I, M. Burgan
World War II, S. Rose
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Kristina Smekens, 
president and lead consultant for 
Smekens Education, is a highly 
sought after speaker and author 
who has spent more than a dozen 
years supporting K-12 educators 
with on-site school trainings, 

regional seminars, and an always-growing pool of 
print, digital, and video resources. She is well known 
for offering innovative ideas but also for the energetic 
and enthusiastic way in which she delivers every 
professional development session. A certified 6-Traits 
trainer, Kristina is the author of several additional 
resources including Launching the Writer’s Workshop: 
Grades K-2, Trait-Based Writing: Lessons and Activities, 
The Writing Parent Pack, and more. Kristina can be 
reached at kristina@smekenseducation.com.

Maureen Scane, Ed.D., 

is a retired associate professor from 
Indiana University East where she 
worked with pre-service and begin-
ning teachers. Prior to joining the 
faculty at IU, she had a long and 
distinguished career as a teacher 

and administrator in southern Indiana. Maureen’s 
diverse experiences as a classroom teacher and pro-
fessional development coordinator have allowed her 
to specialize in applying the 6 Traits of Writing in the 
elementary classroom and at the university level.

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 50 explicit mini-lessons that 
target the most essential writing skills throughout the rest of the year. 

The remaining 60 pages of the book provide what every teacher wants when planning writing units:
• Lessons tied to particular writing genres (i.e., argumentative, 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.

Smekens Education Solutions, Inc. 

is a leading provider of staff development and profes-
sional resources to K-12 schools in Indiana, Illinois, 
and the Midwest. The company website features an 
abundance of free resources to support the classroom 
teacher. To learn more about professional development 
opportunities, go to www.SmekensEducation.com. 




