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Writing: The Benefits of Pre-Writing

This summer I had the opportunity to teach writing  to students exiting 3rd grade, in the summer success program. I chose to teach a unit on pre-writing, I feel being organized before writing often makes the process more manageable. I was very excited to have been given the opportunity to learn from this experience and my partner teacher was excited to help out. Also, I knew that teaching writing is something that I needed to strengthen. I agree with Troia and Graham in their article, Effective Writing Instruction Across the Grades: What Every Educational Consultant Should Know, when they state “not only is writing challenging for the inexperienced author but it creates anxiety, frustration, and avoidance for those who teach it” (p. 1). I always feel a little uneasy when attempting to teach children how to write and when I am evaluating their writing. During the summer success program we were required to pre and post test each of our students. After reviewing my students’ work, looking over their writing grades from the spring, and reviewing their parent survey; it was clear to me that the students who I was about to teach students that scored very low in writing and were recommended to attend the summer success program. This encouraged me to form my lessons around organization and generating ideas. I wanted to encourage them to plan their writing before they attempted to construct their first rough draft. Due to the short time frame we planned to teach an eight day writing unit, and I decided to pick three students and compare how these lessons were going to impact their writing. I chose three different students each with different strengths and weaknesses. After looking at my evidence, this was my background knowledge on these three students…


	Pre-Assessment Student Profile Chart
Child’s Name (pseudonym): Allison (A.M.), Riana (R.L), Chris(C.B.)
Grade Level: ___Exiting Third Grade ________ 

	Assessment
	Type of information this assessment provides
	What this will tell me about the student

	pre writing sample
	Their writing growth from grades K-3 
	What stage of writing development they are at

	assessment writing practice prompts
	How well they can develop their writing with a prompt
	If they can stick to one topic and generate supporting ideas

	Journal writing
	How developed their informal writing skills are
	If there are differences in developing ideas during informal vs. formal writing 

	Observations (brainstorming)
	Are they capable for generating supporting ideas verbally
	If they will need extra help brainstorming ideas related to a specific topic

	Additional Data Sources
	Type of information this data source provides
	What this will tell me about the student

	report cards, parent survey information, performance
	How their writing developed in previous grades
	What are and have been their writing focus areas (K-3)


Allison: 

My knowledge of Allison:

Allison is one of the highest leveled students in the class. She is new to our district but she  appears to be making successful adjustments to her social and academic surroundings. Allison is a writer who uses a lot of details and examples for description. However, I would like to see more organization in her pre-writes. Allison needs to determine what information is most important to keep and then decide where it needs to go before she begins her rough draft. At the end of these lessons, I hope to see ideas and supporting details more organized, and structured.

Interpreting the Information: 

After reviewing the different forms of writing assessments, I have learned that Allison needs help with organizing her writing and identifying important details. Evidence I have available shows she is a strong writer for her grade level. She has progressed through the writing stages and now needs to focus on sharpening her skills. Her practice writing prompts have shown that she can complete the task; however, she needs guidance on organization and sequence. Because Allison enjoys writing, her journal free writes and oral brainstorming skills are driven by personal interest and motivation. Therefore, her instruction will have to be based primarily on working with structure versus content. I will focus on using graphic organizers to stress vocabulary, which expresses sequence (introduction, body, and conclusion). Also, we will work on determining the most important and relative details that are necessary to include. 

Riana: 

Knowledge of Student:

Riana is one of my "at grade" level students who has been attend school in our district since kindergarten. According to her previous teachers(Her teacher teaches across the hall from me this summer) and what I have observed so far, she is a responsible student who works very hard, always follows directions, and tries her personal best. Her writing, however, needs more detail and ideas. I have observed that she does not enjoy writing as much as other subjects and it is reflected in her writing. I would like to see her use some pre-writing strategies to develop more detail and sequence to her writing. I want to see if using these organizational tools in the writing process will motivate her to put more effort into her writing.
Interpreting the Information:

After reviewing the different forms or writing assessment, I have learned that Riana needs help with developing details in her writing. Her previous teacher explained that Riana has shown a steady pace in her writing development, I agree with this. Her practice writing prompts have also showed an “at grade” level ability. Riana does not stand out as a student who neither excels nor struggles with writing. Her free write journal entries are not as developed as they could be due to a lack of interest in writing. She enjoys and participates in oral and group brainstorming activities; however, it is not translated into her writing. When I teach my lessons, I will have to focus on generating ideas with detail. I will need to work on getting Riana to include who, what, where, when, and why, as well as supporting those ideas. I hope that using pre-writing strategies will encourage Riana to fully develop her writing into something that makes her stand out.

Chris: 

Knowledge of Student: 

Chris is very shy. It was difficult to get him to talk on the first day and it was evident that he wasn’t extremely thrilled about coming to summer success. I have noted that he posses a lack of confidence and it shows in his work. He will be getting additional support from our para-pros this summer, but I assume he will still struggle. Chris is stronger skilled at writing than other subject areas. His writing mechanics, such as legibility, word spacing and basic punctuation, are more developed than his content skills; yet, he needs to develop his ideas with more detail and stay on topic. I am looking forward to discovering if a variety of pre-write strategies would be useful for him to begin writing longer, more organized and more meaningful pieces of writing.

Interpreting the Information: 


After reviewing the different forms of writing assessments, I have learned that Chris needs help with structuring ideas. Chris has shown development across grade levels; however, his content is still not developed enough for an exiting third grader. His writing practice showed that he has difficulty answering prompts. He does not stay on topic or develop any supporting ideas. Chris’ journal writing consisted of many different topics within a single entry and none of those thoughts were developed.  He is a shy student who generally does not participate in whole class discussions; therefore, I had difficulty assessing his oral brainstorming techniques. I am going to have to focus part of my unit on developing ideas related to the topic. Chris needs practice with using concept maps to generate as many ideas about one topic as possible. Once he has developed ideas relating to one topic, we will use graphic organizers to help sequence and structure them into his writing.

Rationale:  After choosing the students I was going to work with and analyzing their work and their personalities, I began planning my lessons. The writing I chose to use was a piece where there was little planning that took place before they completed this written work. In fact, it was taken from out of their daily journals. Therefore, I used this artifact as a pre-assessment. It was a way for me to compare two different pieces of their writing and see if the lessons I had taught made any impact on the organization and content of their writing. I shared my outline/gird of the lessons I would be teaching with my teaching partner. This unit plan is a sketch of what took place in our  classroom…

Lesson Plans: (8 days) 

Week 1 & 2- 7/6-7/14 Assessing, observations, and planning

	Mon. 07/18/11

· GLCE:

W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· Obj: SWBAT 

brainstorm details about their personally selected narrative topic using a concept web 

· L.  Format: 

-Students will gather on the rug

-Teacher activates prior knowledge by reviewing the list of personal narrative topics the students composed

-Teacher reminds the students that they are authors and they are going to learn the next step in how authors write their own personal narratives. 

-Teacher reviews the components of brainstorming using concept webs

-Teacher chooses a personal narrative topic from the class list and models brainstorming using a concept web

-Students are called one-by-one to teacher to tell her/him what topic/prompt they are going to write about. Then students are given a blank sheet of paper and are told to go back to their seats and immediately get to work.

-Teacher reminds students this is a working time for authors. There is no talking only brainstorming.

· Assessment:

Informal- Teacher will circulate around the room to observe students brainstorming techniques. If there seems to be a large number of students who are having trouble with the web, Teacher will spend extra time reviewing concepts again in the next lesson.

· 
	Tue. 07/19/11

· GLCE: 

W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· Obj: SWBAT

sequence and organize ideas within a “chain of events” graphic organizer.

SWABT identify only the details that important to include in order to sequence their personal narrative. 

· L.  Format: 

-Students will gather on the rug with their Making Meaning partners

-Teacher will engage students by asking them to share with their partner the previous day’s concept web and the details they added to their personal narrative topic.

-Teacher explains that the next step an author takes in their prewriting stage is putting their ideas in order

-Teacher activates prior knowledge by asking students why it is important to organize and put things in order when you are writing.

-Teacher models orally to the class their sequence of important events in their chosen personal narrative topic (“First…Then...Then...Then…

Last”)

-Teacher calls on students and asks them to orally tell the class the sequence of only their important details in their story.

-Teacher models putting details in a “chain of events” graphic organizer

-Teacher sets a purpose by explaining to the students that these tools they are learning will make them better writers.

-Students receive “chain of events” graphic organizer to be completed back at their seats

· Assessment: 

Formal: Teacher will collect the graphic organizer and check for students understanding of identifying important events (Are they adding details that do not support their topic?) Teacher will comment on the students work on confer with them if necessary.


	Wed. 07/20/11 

· GLCE:  

W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· Obj: SWBAT

 generate details for their chosen personal narrative topic related to the questions: who, where, what, why, when, and how?

L.  Format: 

-Students will gather on the rug with their Making Meaning partners

- Teacher will activate prior knowledge by reviewing the steps the class has taken in their pre-writing phase: brainstorm using concept web, organize and sequence events

-Teacher will engage students by asking them to share with their partner the previous days “chain of events” graphic organizer.

- Teacher sets a purpose by explaining how developing details for our writing makes it more interesting, exciting and informative for someone to read (consider audience)

-Teacher models developing details for the “5 W’s and How” using her topic. 

-Students are given a graphic organizer for the “5 W’s and How” and a clip board so they may work at the rug as a class.

-Teacher and students fill in details for each “W” on the graphic organizer one at a time and share what they have written with the class.

-Teacher asks students to reflect on their work and poses the question: “Would all of these details have been in your writing if you wouldn’t have identified them on the graphic organizer?”

· Assessment:

Informal- Teacher will evaluate students discourse about the details they added. (Are they answering the questions who, what, where, when, why and how correctly in relation to the topic they chose?)


	Thurs. 07/21/11

GLCE: W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· L. Format: 

(time allocated: 20 minutes)

-Teacher activates prior knowledge related to listing what are the steps the class has taken so far: brainstorming, sequencing, generating details

-Students will each receive three large note cards

-Teacher will explain that everyone’s personal narrative writing will have three major parts, a beginning a middle and an end.

-Teacher activates prior knowledge by asking the students to talk with their cluster and try and come up with what the names are for these three parts in a writing piece (introduction, body, conclusion)

-Teacher will model and students will write each major part on a separate note card 

-Teacher will ask questions to students regarding what are important elements to have in an introduction, a body and a conclusion.

-Teacher will condense the students answers and model coping them onto the opposite side of the note card

-Students will copy 

-Teacher will set a purpose and explain to the students that they will be able to use the note cards all year and that they are to be kept in a safe place.

· Assessment:

Because of the short amount of time given for this lesson, assessing them will be difficult. My main focus is that they get the words on note cards for their personal reference purposes. Their understanding of introduction, body and conclusion will be assessed later in the unit.



	Mon. 07/25/11

GLCE: W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas 

· Obj: SWBAT

 Identify and locate the introduction, body, and conclusion as well as supporting details and sequence in a narrative sample 

· Lesson Format: 

-Teacher activates prior knowledge  by reviewing the three parts of a personal narrative story

-Teacher displays a personal narrative writing sample on the overhead projector and students receive their own copy to mark

-Teacher reads the sample while students follow along

-Teacher will reread the beginning and asks students what part (of the three) do they think that is and why.

-Teacher encourages students to take out their note cards they created in the previous lesson for help answering questions

-Teacher models highlighting and labeling the introduction of the story 

-Students will also label and highlight 

-Teacher and students continue identifying and labeling in different colors the separate parts (body, details, conclusion) in the sample 

-Teacher inquires students to give reasons why

-Teacher sets a purpose by asking students what made the sample enjoyable to the person reading it.

· Assessment:

-Informal: Teacher will assess based on understanding of elements in a personal narrative. They will be looking for participation, use of created note cards, and accuracy at identifying parts within a writing sample


	Tues. 07/26/11

· GLCE:

W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· Obj: SWBAT 

organize personal narrative components into a graphic organizer from a sample 

· L.  Format:

(time allocated: 20 minutes)

-Teacher will revisit the original writing sample (unmarked) on the overhead projector

-Students will receive a blank graphic organizer that is divided and labeled into sections including: introduction (what? where? with whom?), body (what happened with supporting details), and conclusion (feeling or solution)

-Teacher will ask students to discuss with their cluster what they should place in each correlating section

-Teacher will model on the overhead placing the correct reposes in the appropriate place

-Students will copy responses on their graphic organizer too

· Assessment:

Informal: Teacher will focus on walking around the room and observing students discussions within their cluster about what to put in each box.


	Wed. 07/27/11

GLCE:

W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· Obj: SWBAT 

organize personal narrative components into a graphic organizer from their selected writing topic

· L. Format:

-Teacher will motivate students by explaining that they are at the final part of the prewriting process. 

- Teacher will pass out the same graphic organizer given to the students in the previous days lesson

-Students will be instructed to complete organizer quietly at their desks

-Teacher reminds students that this is the authors work time and there is to be no talking only writing

-Teacher will also encourage students to use the note cards to help them fill in their organizer

· Assessment:

This will be attached to the rough draft to be formally assessed at the end of the unit 


	Thur. 03/28/11

· GLCE:

W.PR.03.02 Apply a variety of prewriting strategies for narrative writing in order to generate, sequence, and structure ideas

· Obj: SWBAT 

apply a variety of prewriting strategies to personal narrative writing in order to generate sequence and structure ideas in a rough draft.

· L.  Format:

(post assessment)

-Teacher will set a purpose by explaining to the students that they will be using all of the information they have learned 

-Teacher will encourage students to take out all of their pre-writing materials they have done to use for their rough draft

-Students will be given independent time to write their rough draft

· Assessment:

-Formal: students will be assessed on their final writing/ rough draft according to a rubric


Post-Assessment, Reflection and Analysis:

 “If there is one generalization about writing in our work, it is that in classrooms and schools with good writing, there is a lot of writing instruction from teachers who are passionate about it” (Graham, pg. 18). This generalization is another reason I wanted to focus my project on writing. I am not the most passionate writer so, as I began to develop ideas about my class and their writing  abilities I found that there were so many different aspects to discover. I knew that I wanted to narrow down my focus in order to get the most out of the work; however, I was struggling with identifying what would be most valuable for the students. After evaluating the students through formal and informal observations and their student work samples,  I decided to focus my unit on the pre-writing process. The students I worked with were not having enough experience with the prewriting process. Our district writing program often gives the students an exposure to writing through literature, crates a discussion and provides  a prompt and then the students are asked to answer it immediately. According to Troia, in his article Self Regulation and the Writing Process, “struggling writers typically compose papers that are shorter, more poorly organized, and weaker in overall quality than those written by their peers” (p.1). Therefore, they were producing work that was limited, unorganized, and off topic. My focus for my unit was to apply a variety of prewriting strategies to personal narratives in order to generate sequence and structure ideas. I did not want my students to have a “formal outline,” but rather an idea of how to get their ideas to flow in a logical order.  


As I was preparing to pre-assess my students, I first had to identify what key concepts and skills that would be related to the unit I was going to teach. Those concepts/skills were: the student knows what elements are included in personal narratives, they can organize information with a beginning, middle and end using graphic organizers, they understand vocabulary such as introduction, body, conclusion and supporting details, and they develop and structure ideas when writing personal narratives. By completing a planning sheet/graphic organizer using words or short phrases before writing—the use of single words or phrases to note planning ideas helps students feel less wedded to their initial plans because these plans do not become first drafts

of whole texts (Troia p.2). After I identified those skills I was able to more specifically pre-assess my class to understand where they were. In addition there were a few resources I was able to look at before I pre-assessed the class. They included the students’ district assessment practice prompts, journal writing, and informal observations (brainstorming). The writing samples showed that most of the students’ writing has been impacted during the school year. However, not significantly enough and wither their parents or teachers recommended that they attend summer success for additional support. They still needed to work on developing the content of their writing. The practice prompts were helpful because they showed how well the students could respond to a prompt. Also, it showed how well they could work independently.  The journal writing showed me that the students did not take advantage of their journal time and responding to a variety of topics. Due the short period of time they had for journal responses, my students were not using their time wisely and the writing they were doing lacked focus and guidance. All of these different forms of pre-assessment allowed me to understand that my students need time to apply prewriting strategies to their writing in order to produce more organized and developed pieces.


The next step in my writing study process was to actually model/teach my students and plan how I was going accomplish my objectives. I quickly realized that as an educator, I needed to consider each students individual situation in order to provide appropriate education (Echevarria & Graves, p. 1). The unit was taught over a period of eight consecutive days. Each day had a specific objective and was no longer than 35 minutes. The beginning lessons objectives focused on students being able to generate personal narrative writing topics/prompts through whole class discussions, brainstorming ideas using concept webs, brainstorm details about their personally selected narrative topic using a concept web, and sequencing and organizing ideas. Due to the small time frame and because, “student’s personal interest is partially a function of their performance”, I wanted them to be able to self-select their topic (Linnenbrink & Pintrich). In addition, many of the lessons, including those in the beginning, allowed for students to use a variety of graphic organizers (mind maps. webs, chain-of-events, 5 W’s and How) in order to assist in their prewriting process.  The second half of my unit was focused on exposing the students to the different parts of writing a personal narrative (introduction, body, and conclusion), what is included in those parts, and what a good piece of writing looks like. The students will learn how to sequence, organize and develop details all within the context of personal narrative writing through brainstorming, graphic organizers, and samples. I also modeled throughout the unit. This allowed the students to see how they were going to accomplish the tasks at hand. Lastly, the post assessment was the student’s first rough draft. They were allowed to use all of the resources and organizers they’ve developed over the eight-day unit. The goal is that students apply a variety of prewriting strategies to their personal narrative writing in order to generate sequence and structure ideas in their rough draft.


I was very satisfied with the outcome of the unit. The overall results of the whole class showed an improvement from the pre assessment to the post assessment. Most all of their writing contained more meaningful content and was organized. They developed logical and relevant details relating to their personal topic they chose to narrate, as the data shows, many of the students earned 0’s, and 1’s in the pre assessments for both criteria (generate ideas and details, organization and sequence). Yet, in the post assessment, the data shows that the number of students who earned 2’s nearly tripled! Also, the students writing showed that they are better at organizing their papers with a beginning, middle and end versus generating supporting details. They have learned that their narratives are easier to write when they introduce their topic, write about it in the body, and end with a conclusion. However, they still need to work on developing interesting details and relevant details. The book, Best Practices in Writing Instruction states, “The problem is not finding an interesting topic, but making writing interesting” (p. 208) I did notice that some students continued to lack focus on a specific topic or provide limited ideas, examples and ideas.  As students develop their writing, they will develop making their writing more interesting. Overall I was very pleased with the results of the unit and what the students learned.
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Writer’s Memo

While developing and teaching this unit I became enlightened with my students performance. To begin with, I have learned a lot about the value of assessment for writing. I have found that the right attitude towards assessment will tell you a lot about your effectiveness in teaching the unit. As Fletcher mentions on page twenty-five of his book, What A Writer Needs, As writing teachers we need to able to ask ourselves, ” How can we encourage students to internalize their own high standards for writing? Are we willing to allow these standards to differ from our own?”
Through my own assessments, I learned that it is important to reflect on how I taught the unit and what methods were most effective. Overall, I believe that more informal lessons really benefited the students during this unit. Many of the lessons were taught at the rug. This made is easier for me to monitor their attention and encourage whole class participation. Also, some of the lessons were completed in a group effort. We had a lot of discussion about our assignments, making sure each student was clear on what was expected from them. Meaning, I didn’t just teach a mini-lesson and send them off to the seats to individually work. Lastly, I did a lot of modeling for the students, which was helpful to my visual learners. It also gave me an opportunity to share some of my own personal experiences with them through my writing. This unit provided me with a lot of optimistic feedback. I often think that some of my struggling students are very low academically and that it requires a lot of effort and time from both the teacher and the students in order to improve. However, the data/ evidence I gathered, showed that they did improve over a simple eight- day unit and they are capable. It just takes time to determine how you, as an instructor, are going to do accomplish your goals.

It was very important to me that I analyzed how my planning and teaching influenced the opportunities my students did and did not have,  to participate and to learn during the unit.  One of the major things I would change in this unit was the length. I do not think that the students needed eight days. They were becoming bored and unfocused towards the last two or three days. Also, they were forgetting what they had learned in the first few lessons, which were some of the most important. My materials and resources included a lot of mind maps (concept)  and graphic organizers as well as sample writings. I think the graphic organizers really helped the students because they were very simple yet effective. Next, time management was crucial during this unit. The lessons needed to be about 30-40 minutes only in order to maintain their attention and to stay on schedule (we switched classes this summer). In addition to a short lesson, having the students at the rug maintained classroom management because I could monitor them more closely. In terms of encouraging participation and purpose, it was important to give them positive reinforcement as well as making a connection between lessons. For example, “Third grade authors, I was so proud of how hard everyone worked at their webs yesterday! I saw students who were brainstorming like real authors! Everyone was being quiet and making sure they were getting all of their ideas down in their web. I also noticed your webs were full of details that are important to the center idea you choose to write about!”  I was motivate to work hard on this study, not only for TE 848, but because I am not confident in myself as a teacher of writing. I am please to say, that I know that everything I learned will definitely benefit me in the very near future.
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