




Publishing	Credits
Corinne	Burton,	M.A.Ed.,	President;	Conni	Medina,	M.A.Ed.,	Managing	Editor;

Nika	Fabienke,	Ed.D.,	Content	Director;	Angela	Johnson-Rogers,	M.F.A.,	M.S.Ed.,
Editor;

Lee	Aucoin,	Senior	Graphic	Designer;	Valerie	Morales,	Assistant	Editor

Image	Credits
Photo	Images	are	from	iStock	and	Shutterstock.	Classroom	images	are	courtesy	of
Rebecca	G.	Harper.

Standards
©	Copyright	2010.	National	Governors	Association	Center	for	Best	Practices	and	Council
of	Chief	State	School	Officers.	All	rights	reserved.

Shell	Education
A	division	of	Teacher	Created	Materials

5301	Oceanus	Drive
Huntington	Beach,	CA	92649-1030

http://www.tcmpub.com/shell-education

ISBN	978-1-4258-1650-6

ePUB	ISBN	978-1-5457-0364-9

©2017	Shell	Education	Publishing,	Inc.
The	classroom	teacher	may	reproduce	copies	of	materials	in	this	book	for	classroom	use	only.	The	reproduction	of	any
part	for	an	entire	school	or	school	system	is	strictly	prohibited.	No	part	of	this	publication	may	be	transmitted,	stored,	or
recorded	in	any	form	without	written	permission	from	the	publisher.

http://www.tcmpub.com/shell-education


Table	of	Contents
Dedication

Acknowledgments

Why	Writing?

Organization	of	This	Book

Content-Area	Literacy	and	Writing

The	Importance	of	Content-Area	Writing

Reading	and	Writing	Are	Social	Activities

Students	at	the	Center

Embracing	the	Process

How	Does	Content-Area	Writing	Look?

How	Do	I	Infuse	My	Content-Area	Lessons	with	Writing?

Making	Content-Area	Writing	Work	for	All	Learners

Writing	to	Think

Who’s	the	Writing	For?

Writing-to-Think	Strategies

Written	Conversations

Writing	Breaks

Dialogue	Journals

Writing	to	Prove

Paint-Strip	Evidence

Red-Light,	Green-Light	Evidence

Textual-Evidence	Throw	Down

Picture	This!

Do	This,	Not	That	Recipe

Create	a	Simile

Continuum	Debate

iPod®	List

Writing	to	Learn	Vocabulary

Levels	of	Words

Paint-Strip	Words



Continuum	of	Words

Alpha-Boxes

Also	Known	As	(AKA)

Writing	to	Summarize

Postcard	Summaries

Sports	Summaries

Trailers,	Recaps,	and	Reviews

Five-Dollar	Summaries

Comic-Strip	Summaries

Bio	Poems	2.0

Social	Media	Summaries

Writing	to	Organize

Four-Block	Writing

Paint-Strip	Organizer

Heard,	Refute,	and	Question	(HRQ)

List,	Group,	Label,	and	Map

Compare-and-Contrast	Throw	Down

Mock	Pinterest	Pages

Appendices

Appendix	A:	Letter	from	the	Author

Appendix	B:	References	Cited

Appendix	C:	Interest	Inventories

Appendix	D:	Student	Templates

Appendix	E:	Books	That	Rock!



Why	Writing?
According	to	the	National	Writing	Project	(2004),	writing	skills	are	among	the	most

important	skills	needed	to	be	successful.	Most	careers	require	individuals	to	possess	at
least	rudimentary	writing	skills,	and	many	include	a	need	for	job-specific	writing	skills.
Writing	serves	as	a	vehicle	for	communication,	a	way	to	express	ideas,	and	a	way	to
respond	to	others.	Being	able	to	write,	and	write	well,	opens	doors	for	people.	It	eliminates
barriers	caused	by	cultural	and	social	differences	as	well	as	socioeconomic	inequities.

The	National	Commission	on	Writing	for	America’s	Families,	Schools,	and	Colleges
(2004)	states	that	“In	today’s	workplace,	writing	is	a	‘threshold	skill’	for	hiring	and
promotion	among	salaried	(i.e.,	professional)	employees.	Survey	results	indicate	that
writing	is	a	ticket	to	professional	opportunity,	while	poorly	written	job	applications	are	a
figurative	kiss	of	death”	(3).	Plus,	writing	serves	as	a	gateway	to	“students’	emerging	role
in	our	nation’s	future	as	participants	and	decision	makers	in	a	democratic	society”
(National	Writing	Project	and	Nagin	2006).

Rock	Star	Tip
Have	you	written,	anything	today?	Make	a	list	of	all	of	the	things	you’ve	written,
starting	from	when	you	woke	up.	You	will	be	surprised	how	long	the	list	is.

Today’s	students	must	know	how	to	write	for	a	variety	of	purposes	and	audiences.
Modern	classrooms	around	the	world	have	already	begun	integrating	college	and	career
readiness	standards	into	their	curriculum.	These	standards	emphasize	the	multifaceted
nature	of	writing	and	the	need	to	demonstrate	competency	in	composition	for	a	variety	of
purposes	and	audiences.	To	achieve	this,	students	should	write	daily,	both	inside	and
outside	school.

The	good	news	is	that	many	people,	even	students,	write	for	a	number	of	reasons	on	a
daily	basis—only	the	audience	and	formats	morph	and	shift.	If	you	ask	a	random	person
whether	he	or	she	has	written	something	on	a	given	day,	he	or	she	may	say	no	at	first.	But
upon	reflection	may	realize	that	the	volume	of	writing	that	he	or	she	actually	does	in	any
given	day	is	enormous.	In	most	cases,	people	are	not	writing	novels	daily,	but	they	are
writing	notes	to	themselves,	messages	to	friends,	and/or	public	statements,	among	other
things.	The	progression	of	technology	(smartphones,	tablets,	computers,	etc.)	brings	even
more	reasons	and	ways	to	write	daily.

While	grocery	lists	and	text	messages	are	not	academic	writing,	bringing	these	kinds	of
writing	activities	into	the	classroom	helps	students	begin	to	see	that	writing	is	more	than
creating	essays.	Students	see	that	writers	are	not	only	those	who	write	novels	and	plays
but	are	people	who	do	the	following:

write	blogs

write	emails



write	postcards

write	to-do	lists

write	in	journals

write	text	messages

write	thank-you	notes

take	notes	to	prepare	for	a	test

write	posts	and	comment	on	social	media

Part	of	the	appeal	of	everyday	informal	writing	and	responding	is	its	instantaneous
nature.	The	writer	is	responding	to	his	or	her	environment,	sharing	his/her	life,	and	finding
community.	With	the	inclusion	of	social	media,	today’s	students	are	growing	up	with	a
constant	audience	of	family,	friends,	and	followers.	The	challenge	for	teachers	is	to	guide
students	to	understand	that	there	can	be	a	bridge	between	personal	writing	and	academic,
school-driven	writing	activities.

If	students	have	opportunities	for	informal	writing	in	their	personal	lives,	and	college
and	career	readiness	standards	require	more	and	more	varied	writing	in	Language	Arts
classes,	what	is	the	importance	of	content-area	writing?	Writing	in	the	content	areas
provides	students	additional	opportunities	to	share,	learn,	and	explore	content	and	practice
writing	mechanics.	It	also	gives	students	an	authentic	space	to	practice	writing	in	different
genres	and	about	different	topics.

Think	about	it—writing	the	steps	to	solve	computations	in	mathematics	allows	students
to	not	only	go	back	and	revisit	their	solving	process	(explain	their	steps)	but	gives	them
practice	writing	instructional	procedural	texts.	Using	primary	sources	in	social	studies
when	completing	documentbased	questions	(DBQs)	offers	students	a	space	to	practice
reading	and	using	textual	evidence	to	answer	questions	based	on	their	reading.	These	two
tasks	are	very	different,	but	the	skills	employed	by	one	task	can	benefit	the	other	and
ultimately	strengthen	students’	overall	writting	ability.	Each	task,	although	content
specific,	has	the	potential	to	seep	into	other	areas,	offering	students	what	we	know	they
need:	multiple,	repeated	opportunities	to	write.

Rock	Star	Tip
Remember,	in	order	for	students	to	understand	the	material,	remember	it,	and	use	it,
they	must	act	on	the	information	learned	(Hyde	2006).

Content-area	writing	brings	all	the	cognitive	benefits	of	writing	to	science,	social
studies,	math,	and	the	arts.	In	fact,	Langer	and	Applebee	(1987)	comment	that	the	more
the	content	is	manipulated,	the	greater	the	potential	for	recall	and	understanding.
Generally	speaking,	using	written	responses	with	reading	increases	student	performance
more	than	reading	without	the	implementation	of	written	tasks.	Additionally,	the	ability
and	propensity	to	read	and	understand	nonfiction	(most	of	the	text	encountered	in	content-
area	classrooms)	is	a	necessary	skill	for	students	involved	in	inquiry	and	research,	making



the	act	of	writing	across	the	curriculum	a	necessity	to	students’	success	outside	the
classroom	(Harvey	1998).

Reading	and	writing	are	dependent	on	a	common	foundation	of	cognitive	abilities	that
include	visual,	phonological,	and	semantic	systems.	A	task	or	exercise	that	improves	any
of	these	foundational	attributes	could	have	implications	on	both	reading	and	writing
development	(Berninger	and	Swanson	1994;	Ellis	1985,1987;	McCutchen	2000;	Swanson
and	Berninger	1996).

Writing	can	be	used	as	a	tool	for	thinking,	processing,	learning,	summarizing,
organizing,	and	reflecting.	Writing	can	be	used	to	communicate	ideas	and	thoughts,	build
a	position	for	an	argument,	and	keep	you	on	track	when	you	are	at	the	grocery	store.
Writing	is	evolving	and	changing	as	technology	advances	and	additional	types	of	media
become	more	common.	Writing	is	versatile;	it	has	unique	properties	that	change
depending	on	the	objective.	Most	importantly,	writing	has	the	potential	to	improve
learning.	Combs	advocated	for	writing	instruction,	concluding	that	“writing	serves	as	a
vehicle	for	learning	both	content	standards	and	standards	of	written	expression”	(Combs
2012,	12).	This	is	precisely	why	writing	in	the	content-area	classroom	is	absolutely
necessary.

When	implementing	writing	in	the	content-area	classroom,	consider	what	prior
knowledge	students	bring	to	the	task	and	content.	Research	indicates	that	students’
knowledge	about	topics	or	concepts	affects	the	writing	quality	and	organizational	nature	of
their	written	responses	(Langer	1984;	Newell	and	Winograd	1995).

Author’s	Thoughts
Part	of	my	job	as	a	professor	of	literacy	is	to	show	teachers	how	to	incorporate

literacy	in	their	classrooms.	Yet	many	of	those	I	teach	are	not	literacy	teachers	by
trade.	Their	fields	are	unique,	include	diverse	vocabulary	exclusive	to	that	area,	and
have	subtle	nuances	and	distinctions.	In	many	instances,	their	training	in	literacy	is
limited	to	one	or	two	basic	courses	taken	early	in	their	programs	and	careers.
Imagine	how	a	chemistry	or	an	algebra	teacher	feels	when	he	or	she	learns	that	the
district	is	implementing	reading	and	writing	in	all	courses	across	all	grade	levels.
Frustrated?	Overwhelmed?	Ticked	off?	He	or	she	probably	feels	any	one	of	those
emotions—with	good	reason.

Some	teachers	are	unsure	of	how	their	piece	of	the	puzzle	fits	into	the	overall
portrait	of	a	literate	student.	How	does	literacy	in	chemistry	add	to,	develop,	and
mold	students	into	becoming	literate	individuals?



Writing	is	a	unique	puzzle.	Each	teacher	in	your	school	functions	as	a	piece	in
creating	literate	students.

Organization	of	This	Book
Each	section	of	this	book	is	devoted	to	an	essential	skill.	Within	the	sections,	peppered

throughout	the	book,	are	several	activities	that	can	be	used	to	teach	each	skill.	They	are	a
mix	of	background	information,	practical	activities,	useful	tips,	and	fun	anecdotes
showcasing	the	activities	used	in	a	content-area	lesson.

The	Content-Area	Literacy	and	Writing	section	gives	an	overview	of	the	importance	of
and	basis	for	content-area	literacy.

The	Writing	to	Think	section	presents	strategies	that	employ	writing	as	a	tool	for
thinking	and	communicating.	The	strategies	in	this	section	can	be	used	flexibly	to	prompt
students	to	think	and	process	information.

The	Writing	to	Prove	section	focuses	on	writing	strategies	that	use	evidence	to	prove
and	support	student	thinking	and	learning.	The	strategies	in	this	section	require	students	to
prove	and	support	their	opinions	based	on	textual	evidence,	observations,	and	synthesizing
conclusions	drawn	from	classroom/life	experiences.

The	Writing	to	Learn	Vocabulary	section	presents	strategies	to	scaffold	students’
vocabulary	acquisition	in	the	content-area	classroom.	These	strategies	will	be	especially
useful	in	subject-area	lessons	that	depend	on	vocabulary	acquisition	to	fully	grasp	subject-
specific	content.

The	Writing	to	Summarize	section	offers	creative	suggestions	to	guide	students	to	recap
and	condense	material.	Every	classroom	requires	students	to	summarize.	This	section
offers	several	social	media	strategies	to	pique	students’	interest.

The	Writing	to	Organize	section	is	just	that—ways	to	integrate	the	crucial	skill	of
organization	into	content-area	writing	instruction.	Each	strategy	offers	opportunities	for
compartmentalizing	and	organizing	content	for	later	use.

Note:	Many	strategies	in	this	book,	when	differentiated,	can	serve	multiple	purposes
and	teach	multiple	skills.	For	example,	while	Dialogue	Journals	are	in	the	Writing	to	Think
section,	this	activity	can	also	be	modified	to	teach	summarization	in	the	Writing	to
Summarize	section.

The	Appendices	provide	activity	templates,	interest	inventories	that	can	be	used	during



instruction,	and	a	supplemental	book	list	that	can	support	the	content-area	classroom.

There	are	26	skill-specific	strategies	in	this	book.	Each	strategy	is	structured	similarly
to	a	lesson	plan	to	give	a	clear	and	organized	snapshot	of	the	writing	activity.	Each
strategy	starts	with	a	background,	procedure,	and	modification	section	to	guide
implementation.	All	activities	conclude	with	extension	ideas	and	a	content-area	crossover
section.	These	sections	are	intended	to	be	contentspecific,	giving	the	content-area	teacher
a	set	of	differentiated	ideas	and	modifications	to	meet	the	needs	of	all	students	in	his	or
her	classroom.



Content-Area	Literacy	and	Writing
The	Importance	of	Content-Area	Writing
Many	of	my	colleagues	saw	reading	and	writing	across	the	curriculum	initiatives	as	a

help	to	the	English	Language	Arts	(ELA)	teacher.	It’s	important	to	note	that	it’s	not	just
ELA	teachers	who	shoulder	this	responsibility.	While	any	increase	in	writing	certainly
benefits	ELA	teachers,	the	biggest	benefit	goes	to	students	who	gain	additional
experience,	exposure,	and	confidence	in	writing.

Just	about	every	national	content-area	organization	has	advocated	for	more	content-area
writing	in	the	classroom.	In	fact,	the	National	Council	of	Teachers	of	Mathematics
(NCTM),	the	National	Science	Teachers	Association	(NSTA),	and	the	National	Council
for	Social	Studies	(NCSS)	all	proclaim	the	importance	and	necessity	of	quality	literacy
strategies	integrated	in	content	areas.	NCSS	(2015)	recently	released	a	free	Massive	Open
Online	Course	titled	“Improving	Historical	Reading	and	Writing”	on	their	website	for
teachers	to	use	to	improve	skills	in	teaching	historical	literacy.	NCTM’s	Principals	and
Standards	for	School	Mathematics	(2000)	includes	a	communication	strand	for	each	grade
band,	which	requires	students	to	communicate	their	ideas	both	orally	and	in	written
formats,	using	the	language	of	mathematics	to	express	mathematical	ideas	precisely,
generate	explanations,	formulate	questions,	write	arguments,	reflect	on	learning,	and
describe	problem-solving	strategies.	NSTA’s	standards	require	students	to	formulate	and
construct	arguments	with	appropriate	evidence,	explain	and	analyze	scientific	data,	present
data	in	a	myriad	of	visual	formats,	develop	questions,	and	hypothesize	and	synthesize
complex	information	in	a	variety	of	written	formats.	In	fact,	according	to	the	Next
Generation	Science	Standards	(2013,	1),	“literacy	skills	are	critical	to	building	knowledge
in	science.”

Drumming	for	More

Want	to	read	more	about	literacy?	Take	a	look	at	James	Paul	Gee’s	“What	Is
Literacy?”	article.

Aside	from	the	endorsement	from	content-area	organizations,	it	is	difficult	to	encounter
a	set	of	academic	standards	that	does	not	emphasize	content	writing	in	some	form.	Most	of
the	College	and	Career	Readiness	Standards	are	infused	with	literacy	and	emphasize
literacy	across	disciplines,	genres,	and	grade	bands.	The	literacy	skills	vary	in	depth	and
skill	level,	emphasizing	sophistication	and	complexity	of	content-area	writing.

Rock	Star	Tip



Certain	reading	behaviors,	such	as	skimming	or	scanning	texts	and	close	reading,	can
be	employed	in	a	variety	of	areas.	Their	purpose	transcends	subject	areas	and	is	not
discipline	specific.

What	exactly	is	content-area	literacy?	McKenna	and	Robinson	(1990,	167)	define	it	as
“the	ability	to	use	reading	and	writing	for	the	acquisition	of	new	content	in	a	given
discipline.	Such	ability	includes	three	principal	cognitive	components:	general	literacy
skills,	contentspecific	literacy	skills,	and	prior	knowledge	of	content.”

Content-area	literacy	is	not	a	substitute	for	content-area	knowledge,	and	it	does	not	take
the	place	of	knowing	and	understanding	the	complex	network	of	standards	used	in	each
subject	area.	Similarly,	it	is	not	a	substitute	for	explicit	writing	or	literacy	instruction	that
typically	occurs	in	the	ELA	classroom.	Instead,	it	is	used	to	aid	in	the	learning	and
acquisition	of	skills	and	material	addressed	in	subject-area	classrooms.

Reading	and	Writing	Are	Social	Activities
According	to	social	learning	theory,	learning	occurs	through	the	day-to-day	interactions

and	observations	that	individuals	take	part	in	and	observe	in	everyday	situations	(Bandura
1977).	Lankshear	and	Knobel	(1998,	165)	explain	that	“if	learning	is	to	be	efficacious,
then	what	a	child	or	adult	does	now	as	a	learner	must	be	connected	in	meaningful	and
motivating	ways	with	‘mature’	(insider)	versions	of	related	social	practices.”	In	other
words,	connections	between	learning	and	practices	that	exist	in	social	institutions	outside
of	school	should	be	meaningful	and	authentic.

Reading	and	writing	are	examples	of	“socially	constructed	phenomenon”	(Cook-
Gumperz	1986,	61).	They	are	both	social	processes,	influenced	by	the	context	and
individual	experiences	of	each	reader	and	writer.	The	act	of	writing—the	recording	of
pictorial	images	or	words	on	a	page—is	a	dynamic	act,	one	that	is	codependent	on	the
writer	and	the	reader.	Similarly,	the	act	of	reading	involves	recalling	information,
transacting	with	the	text	on	a	number	of	levels,	and	making	associations	with	the	text
based	on	past	experiences	and	cultural	background	(Rosenblatt	1994).	Neither	reading	nor
writing	is	a	static	transaction—it	is	dynamic	and	hinges	on	background	knowledge,
interpretation,	and	personal	experiences	and	histories.

There	are	numerous	writing	strategies	for	the	content-area	classroom	that	capitalize	on
the	social	phenomena	for	writing.	For	example,	the	Written	Conversations	(page	27)	and
Dialogue	Journals	(page	33)	activities	have	shown	to	be	effective	with	both	peers	and
teachers.	Conversations	of	any	type,	including	written	ones,	carve	out	a	space	in	the	class
for	students	and	teachers	to	talk	about	content,	both	in	process	and	in	product.

Acknowledging	the	social	nature	of	writing	is	necessary	for	success,	but	it	is	equally
important	to	recognize	that	each	learner	has	unique	needs	and	backgrounds.	The	learner
uses	these	unique	characteristics	that	are	derived	from	cultural	and	historical	influences	to
participate	in	school	culture	(Hollie	2012).	Moll,	Amanti,	Neff,	and	Gonzalez	(1992,	134)
refer	to	this	as	“funds	of	knowledge.”	These	funds	of	knowledge	are	historically	and
culturally	collected	information	and	wisdoms	shared	by	family	members,	which	contribute
to	the	family	members’	survival	and	well-being.	Families’	unique	histories,	traditions,



beliefs,	and	cultures	are	valuable	resources	that	children	bring	with	them	to	school	and	use
to	create	meaning	of	their	world	(Gadsden	1998,	1999).

This	type	of	knowledge	is	often	referred	to	as	multiple	literacies.	Multiple	literacies
encompass	a	variety	of	ways	of	reading	text	and	reading	the	world	(Dantas	and	Manyak
2010).	Traditionally,	school-based	academic	writing	programs	do	not	take	into	account	the
rich	cultural	experiences	that	individuals	bring	to	the	table	(Compton-Lilly	2004;	Moll	et
al.	1992).	The	fact	that	students’	“funds	of	knowledge”	are	not	often	tapped	into	in	the
classroom	results	in	a	disconnect	between	home	and	school	life	(Taylor	1997).	The
suggested	activities	in	this	book	capitalize	on	these	“funds,”	thus	bridging	the	gap	between
home	and	school	culture.

While	past	experience	shapes	and	molds	who	individuals	are	and	how	they	make	sense
of	their	world,	how	they	explain	and	articulate	these	experiences	also	aids	in	constructing
meaning	(Bruner	1990).	According	to	Dyson	and	Genishi	(1994,	2),	“we	all	have	a	basic
need	for	story,”	which	they	define	as	an	organization	of	“experiences	into	tales	of
important	happenings.”	Denman	(1991,	4)	states	that	stories	are	“lenses	through	which	we
view	and	review	all	of	human	experiences.”	Narratives	allow	individuals	to	use
storytelling	as	a	vehicle	for	understanding	within	certain	social	contexts	(Young	2000).

Rock	Star	Tip
Reading	and	writing	are	social	activities.	Students	should	engage	daily	with	others,
drawing	inspiration	and	bringing	personal	experiences	to	all	literacy	activities.

Individuals	lead	“storied	lives”	(Connelly	and	Clandinin	1990,	2),	and	narratives	are
part	of	the	rich	literacies	that	individuals	possess	yet	are	often	devalued	in	the	academic
setting	and	within	academic	culture.	Knowing	that	the	world,	from	a	narrative	point	of
view,	is	full	of	stories	based	on	past	experiences	and	prior	knowledge,	educators	should
reflect	these	ideas	in	both	theory	and	practice	(Hollie,	2012).	Because	the	role	of	narrative
in	meaning	making	is	important,	education	at	all	levels	should	allow	individuals	to	use	the
literacies	they	possess	to	enhance	and	deepen	the	learning	experience	they	take	part	in	at
school	and	at	home.	In	addition	to	using	“funds	of	knowledge”	to	help	build	a	bridge
between	home	and	school	when	designing	curriculum	and	professional	development,	it	is
important	that	educators	and	researchers	recognize	the	impact	life	histories	have	on
instruction.	For	education	to	be	relevant	and	effectively	reach	students	of	all	ages,
educators	are	encouraged	to	embrace	the	role	the	past	plays	on	the	present	and	how	these
events	are	explained	through	the	use	of	engagements	that	allow	students	to	convey	and
communicate	these	stories.

As	you	read	the	Writing	to	Think,	section	on	page	23,	notice	how	the	activities
capitalize	on	the	tenets	and	principles	outlined	above.	Writing	Breaks	(page	30)	allow
students	to	process	and	reflect	on	their	content	while	making	connections	with	their	own
lives.	Writing	Breaks	allow	for	fast,	short	responses	to	the	material,	allowing	students	to
make	personal	connections	and	insights.	Some	of	the	strategies	in	the	following	sections,
such	as	Heard,	Refute,	and	Question	(page	91),	Social	Media	Summaries	(page	81),	and
Alpha-Boxes	(page	63),	allow	students	to	activate	prior	knowledge	and	make	connections



between	what	they	already	know	and	what	they	are	learning.

Students	at	the	Center
Framing	writing	from	a	student-centered	perspective	is	especially	important.	Because

this	perspective	emphasizes	the	role	of	the	learner	in	his	or	her	own	learning,	classrooms
and	lessons	that	use	this	principle	differ	from	traditional	approaches	in	which	the	teacher
is	often	the	center	of	instruction.	Unlike	teacher-centered	classrooms,	where	students	are
viewed	as	passive	recipients	in	their	knowledge	acquisition,	the	student-centered	approach
shifts	the	teacher’s	role	from	expert	to	facilitator.	The	teacher	helps	prompt	and	guide
students	as	they	develop	and	monitor	their	own	learning	and	understanding.	This	is	rooted
in	the	constructivist	theory	that,	while	it	is	important	to	recognize	the	knowledge
individuals	possess	and	offer	opportunities	for	students	to	share	and	build	upon	this
knowledge,	individuals	must	see	themselves	as	active	participants	in	their	learning.
According	to	Dewey	(1916),	in	order	for	meaningful	learning	to	occur,	the	individual	must
be	seen	as	a	“sharer	or	partner”	in	the	activity	in	order	to	see	himself	or	herself	as	part	of
the	activity’s	success	or	failure.

Teaching	reading	and	writing	from	a	student-centered	perspective	allows	students	to
create	their	own	meaning	from	the	content,	giving	them	opportunities	to	explore	their
understanding	through	dialogue	and	conversation	so	that	the	written	product	is	an
authentic	student-created	artifact.	Implementing	these	principles	in	the	classroom	means
allowing	students	to	take	part	in	assignments	that	aid	them	in	constructing	an
understanding	of	the	content	while	using	writing	as	a	tool.

Students	are	encouraged	to	use	strategies	and	methods	that	not	only	capitalize	on	their
knowledge	and	interests	but	allow	them	to	develop	and	conceptualize	their	own
understanding	of	a	concept	or	an	idea.	These	are	especially	beneficial	in	content-area
classrooms	where	the	material	and	concepts	can	be	dense	and	difficult	to	understand.

Embracing	the	Process
Flower	and	Hayes’s	(1981)	cognitive	process	model	of	writing	describes	writing	as	a

thinking	process	of	planning,	drafting,	and	revising	that	is	conditioned	and	shaped	by	both
the	writer	and	the	task	at	hand.	These	processes	or	steps	are	recursive	in	nature;	thus,	at
any	given	point,	a	writer	may	move	from	one	process	to	another,	revisiting	parts	of	a	draft,
abandoning	a	particular	topic,	or	writing	in	order	to	pursue	other	topics.	From	this
standpoint,	the	act	of	writing	is	not	linear	but	dynamic	and	changing.	Each	guiding	force
in	writing	topic,	such	as	audience	and	purpose,	guides	the	writing	process	in	different
ways.	A	writer’s	choices	at	a	given	moment	affect	future	writing	decisions.	From	this
perspective,	less	attention	is	paid	to	the	product	created	and	more	to	the	process	of	writing.

Much	of	the	writing	that	occurs	in	the	content-area	classroom	attends	to	this	somewhat
messy	process	model.	As	students	develop	an	understanding	of	topics	or	ideas,	they
revise,	plan,	and	think	as	they	go.	In	most	instances,	the	focus	for	content	writing	is	not
necessarily	on	the	product	that	is	created	but	on	the	process	that	students	use	when	writing
to	reinforce	the	content.



Much	of	the	writing	that	takes	place	in	classrooms	never	leaves	the	prewriting	or
drafting	stage.	Very	few	pieces	go	through	the	entire	process,	and	even	fewer	make	it	to
this	stage	in	the	content	classroom.

How	Does	Content-Area	Writing	Look?
So,	how	does	content-area	writing	look?	Untidy.	Unfinished.	Drafty.	And	that’s	how	it’s

supposed	to	look.	Take	a	look	at	this	text	mapping	done	in	a	social	studies	classroom.	This
is	not	what	anyone	would	consider	a	“publishable	piece.”	In	most	instances,	students	are
never	going	to	get	past	the	initial	brainstorming	or	drafting	phase	of	the	writing	for	the
simple	fact	that	there	is	no	real	need	to	do	so.

Content-area	writing	does	not	have	to	be	confined	to	notebook	paper!

This	is	not	an	ELA	class	where	teachers	want	and	need	to	see	final	products	that	have
been	through	all	stages	of	writing,	where	revision	is	just	as	important	as	drafting,	and
publishing	is	equally	as	important	as	brainstorming.	Content-area	teachers	may	not	want
to	focus	on	such	things.	Instead,	they	need	strategies	to	make	their	teaching	more	effective
and	meaningful.	This	is	why	much	of	the	writing	you	see	in	content	classrooms	looks
different	from	that	in	ELA	classrooms.	If	teachers	try	to	use	the	same	methods	and
strategies	for	writing	that	are	used	in	ELA	classrooms	in	science,	math,	or	social	studies,
in	many	cases,	they	simply	would	not	work.

The	reading	and	writing	done	in	a	social	studies	class	is	significantly	different	from	that
done	in	an	ELA	classroom.	The	photo	below	shows	a	student	organizing	notes	after	a
social	studies	lesson.	The	student’s	notes	and	summarizations	are	short	and	to	the	point.
This	probably	will	be	the	student’s	first	and	only	draft.



Content-area	writing	does	not	have	to	be	confined	to	a	desk!

What	is	useful	in	social	studies	classrooms	in	regard	to	reading	and	writing	assignments
can	be	vastly	different	from	what	is	needed	in	science.	Consider	the	following	image	from
a	student’s	science	logbook.	Here,	writing	was	used	to	make	observations	and	notations
throughout	the	experimental	process.	Aside	from	the	experiment,	this	may	be	the	only
writing	collected	during	this	science	lesson.

This	is	an	example	of	a	Writing	Break	conducted	in	a	science	classroom.	This
strategy	can	be	found	on	pages	30–32.

You	see,	treating	reading	and	writing	in	content	classrooms	in	the	same	manner	as	ELA
classrooms	is	not	ideal.	In	the	book	What	Content-Area	Teachers	Should	Know	about
Adolescent	Literacy,	the	National	Institute	for	Literacy	states,	“Because	writing	style	and
purpose	vary	across	different	academic	disciplines,	content-area	teachers	must	be	able	to
teach	students	how	to	write	using	the	text	structures	and	stylistic	conventions	that	are
prevalent	in	their	disciplines”	(2010,	2).

Think	of	students	who	attempt	to	approach	their	textbook	in	the	same	manner	in	which
they	would	read	a	fiction	novel.	If	they	are	looking	for	a	plot,	characters,	setting,	or	a
problem,	they	might	be	sorely	disappointed.

Some	students	are	not	sure	how	to	approach	different	types	of	texts	or	even	if	they
should	approach	them	in	different	ways	based	on	their	uniqueness	in	structure	and	format.
This	skill	must	be	taught.	When	students	have	to	write	in	the	content-area	classroom,	they
often	revert	to	the	one	type	of	writing	they	are	most	comfortable	with.	Often,	this	is
narrative.	Unfortunately,	a	story	about	solving	a	math	problem	is	not	going	to	score	well
on	the	rubric	for	written	mathematical	reasoning.



Using	a	graphic	organizer	is	a	meaningful	way	to	incorporate	writing	into	the
content-area	classroom.

Take	a	deeper	look	at	the	image	above.	I	typically	have	university	students	complete
this	activity	in	my	content-literacy	courses.	Each	group	of	students	is	given	a	different
type	of	article	to	read.	After	reading,	they	circulate	through	four	or	five	stations	to	do
different	types	of	reading	or	writing	strategies	with	their	articles.	Once	they	are	done,	they
end	up	with	articles	that	have	been	dissected	using	a	variety	of	quick	content-literacy
strategies.	The	purpose	of	this	activity	is	to	get	students	to	see	that	not	every	strategy
works	well	with	every	article.	For	example,	models	or	vocabulary	frames	work	best	with
articles	that	have	an	abundance	of	content,	and	time	lines	work	best	with	articles	that	have
sequential	events.	However,	in	this	case,	I	want	to	highlight	that	like	reading,	writing	is
also	multidimensional	and	should	be	handled,	considered,	and	integrated	differently	in
content-area	classrooms.

Almost	all	strategies	addressed	in	this	book	mirror	or	reflect	some	of	the	qualities
pictured	above.	Remember,	content-area	teachers’	goals	are	very	different.	Their	purpose
for	incorporating	writing	may	be	significantly	different	from	that	of	an	ELA	teacher.

How	Do	I	Infuse	My	Content-Area	Lessons	with
Writing?



These	two	articles	are	from	a	social	studies	class.	For	this	activity,	students	read,
rotated,	and	took	notes	on	an	article	about	the	Boston	Tea	Party.

Working	with	Your	Existing	Curriculum
Even	with	the	strictest,	most	scripted	curriculum	program,	any	of	the	strategies	in	this

book	could	be	incorporated	into	the	content-area	classroom	with	existing	textbooks,
supplemental	materials,	or	district	pacing	guides/plans.	Plus,	they	work	with	any	number
of	standards.

The	best	way	to	utilize	the	strategies	in	this	book	with	existing	curriculum	is	to	identify
the	standards	required	in	the	content	area.	Use	the	table	of	contents	as	a	guide	to	pinpoint
the	skills	you	want	students	to	sharpen,	and	then	modify	each	activity	as	needed.	(Use	the
Modification	and	Content-Area	Crossover	sections	in	each	activity	to	get	started.)

Time	Management
Time	seems	to	be	every	teacher’s	greatest	challenge,	yet	incorporating	writing	into	the

contentarea	classroom	should	not	take	away	from	the	content	curriculum.	That	is	why	the
writing	activities	in	this	book	have	been	selected.	They	are	quick	activities	that	can	be
implemented	in	five	to	ten	minutes;	they	can	be	used	in	conjunction	with	what	you	are
already	teaching.

Not	sure	whether	students	understand	what	you	just	taught?	Try	a	Writing	Break	(page
30).	Unsure	of	what	students	know	up	front	about	a	given	concept	or	subject?	Try	Heard,
Refute,	and	Question	(HRQ)	(page	91)	or	Alpha-Boxes	(page	63).	Instead	of	attempting	to
incorporate	a	fullblown	essay	in	your	class,	try	having	students	write	Social	Media
Summaries	(page	81).	Many	of	the	activities	in	this	book	are	built	on	the	workshop	model;
they	are	living,	breathing,	working,	ongoing	assignments	that	can	be	short,	long,	formal,
or	informal	depending	on	your	classroom	needs.

Student	Engagement
All	teachers	have	had	challenging	classes.	While	there	is	no	single	quick	fix	for

behavior	issues,	teachers	can	reduce—and	in	some	cases,	eliminate—some	behavior



issues	by:

• using	activities	that	are	of	interest	(see	inventories	on	pages	105–107)

• allowing	for	student	feedback	and	discussion

• providing	opportunities	for	students	to	be	mobile;	many	times,	students	are	bored
from	sitting	still	all	day—let	them	move	around	a	bit

• getting	to	know	students	so	that	potential	issues	can	be	addressed	head-on

• varying	the	writing	assignments	implemented	in	class

The	activities	in	this	book	can	support	student	engagement.	Have	students	who	love
social	media	but	can’t	get	interested	in	classroom	content?	Use	Social	Media	Summaries
(page	81)	to	interest	them	in	content-area	discussions.	Have	students	who	enjoy	poetry	or
sports?	Utilize	the	Create	a	Simile	activity	(page	49),	or	complete	Sports	Summaries	(page
71)	to	encourage	participation.	Want	to	illicit	more	classroom	discussions?	Conduct
Continuum	Debate	(page	51)	or	play	Red-Light,	Green-Light	Evidence	(page	40).	Have
students	who	need	movement	breaks	during	the	day?	Utilize	Trailers,	Recaps,	and
Reviews	(page	73)	to	get	students	moving	and	interacting	with	their	peers.

Author’s	Thoughts
Once	I	conducted	professional	development	at	a	local	school.	The	principal	and

assistant	principal	specifically	asked	me	to	visit	a	fifth	grade	classroom	because	the
teacher	had	enormous	difficulty	with	behavior	in	this	class.	Before	I	went	to	the
class,	I	learned	some	information	about	the	students.	The	class	consisted	of	mainly
boys,	and	many	of	them	enjoyed	sports.	When	I	arrived	for	my	lesson,	I	brought	the
book	The	Crossover	by	Kwame	Alexander.	This	book	is	written	entirely	in	prose
and	follows	a	middle	school	basketball	player	and	his	twin	brother	through	a
particularly	tumultuous	season.

I	intended	to	read	about	20	pages	of	the	book,	but	100	pages	later	(and	a	promise
to	come	back	the	next	day),	I	realized	that	these	students,	who	were	labeled	as
“major	behavior	problems,”	had	been	in	the	palm	of	my	hand	for	45	minutes.	Yes,	I
read	to	them,	but	they	also	wrote	with	me,	answered	questions,	had	good	dialogue,
and	were	engaged.

Now,	I	am	not	naive	enough	to	believe	that	they	would	behave	this	way	for	me
every	day	or	that	in	any	way	their	good	behavior	was	a	product	of	my	excellent
teaching.	It	was	not.	Instead,	it	was	a	mixture	of	a	small	written	task,	engaging
literature,	their	interest,	and	room	for	discussion	that	made	this	class	perform	so
well.

Making	Content-Area	Writing	Work	for	All
Learners



Reading	and	Writing	Below	Grade	Level
One	way	to	address	the	challenge	of	capturing	the	attention	of	students	who	struggle

with	reading	and	writing	is	to	differentiate	reading	and	writing	tasks.	While	you	may	use
the	textbook	as	a	resource,	bring	in	additional	text	material	in	a	variety	of	grade	levels	and
formats.	Students	need	to	see	that	some	types	of	writing	are	structured	differently,	include
different	text	features,	and	use	specific	traits	that	all	combine	to	create	a	unique
composition.

Recently,	while	teaching	a	unit	on	the	dangers	of	football,	it	was	easy	to	locate	a
number	of	multi-leveled	articles	that	addressed	several	aspects	of	the	topic.	A	few	of	the
articles	were	written	in	more	accessible	formats,	with	numerous	pictures	and	captions.
Some	were	written	below	grade	level,	and	others	were	written	above	grade	level,	with
attention	paid	to	the	statistical	data	regarding	football.	Because	there	was	such	a	wide
variety	of	texts	available,	it	was	simple	to	pick	and	choose	those	that	best	fit	the	needs	of
each	student;	students	were	able	to	understand	the	concept	and	complete	the	task	with
ease.

In	the	content-area	classroom,	differentiating	the	text	format	and	complexity	may	be	a
way	to	scaffold	content	for	students	who	read	and	write	below	grade	level.	There	are
several	educational	websites	devoted	to	diverse	text	across	content	areas.	If	you	are
looking	for	content-area	informational	text,	try	TIME	For	Kids	(timeforkids.com).	TIME
For	Kids	specializes	in	interesting	informational	texts	suitable	for	all	grade	levels.
Recently,	I	had	a	conversation	with	a	media	specialist	who	raved	about	using	the	Georgia
databases	such	as	Discus	(scdiscus.org)	and	GALILEO	(galileo.usg.edu)	to	locate
differentiated	reading	materials	for	students.	She	was	thrilled	about	the	plethora	of
material	available	for	teachers.	Using	article	databases	are	fast	ways	to	differentiate
content.

Another	useful	source	is	News	ELA	(newsela.com).	This	online	repository	of	news
articles	covers	a	variety	of	interest	topics	for	all	content	areas.	One	of	the	best	features	of
the	site	is	its	ability	to	level	the	articles	based	on	the	reading	ability	of	the	student.	Instead
of	assigning	the	same	article	to	all	students,	each	text	can	be	tailored	to	the	students’
reading	levels.	Some	articles	also	have	a	secondlanguage	feature	that	translates	the	article
into	Spanish.	This	feature	also	yields	benefits	in	the	foreignlanguage	classroom.	Teachers
can	place	the	English	and	Spanish	articles	side	by	side	for	comparisons	or	have	the
students	read	the	English	article	first	so	that	they	have	a	sense	of	what	the	text	is	about.
This	may	make	comprehension	easier	when	they	begin	reading	the	Spanish	article,	since
they	will	have	prior	knowledge	about	the	main	idea	and	details	of	the	article.	Conversely,
reading	an	article	in	Spanish	may	prepare	ELLs	to	better	comprehend	English	articles.

Modify	the	Activity
Many	teachers	have	students	who	are	faced	with	challenges	that	are	not	always

academic.	Nonacademic	problems,	such	as	lack	of	organizational	skills,	can	have	major
academic	impacts	in	the	classroom.	One	way	teachers	can	combat	some	academic	and
nonacademic	challenges	is	to	modify	each	activity,	either	in	product	or	process.
Thoughtful	modifications	can	significantly	impact	student	engagement	and	performance	in

http://timeforkids.com
http://scdiscus.org
http://galileo.usg.edu
http://newsela.com


the	content-area	classroom.	Each	activity	in	this	book	has	a	modification	and	an	extension
section	for	this	purpose.

Meeting	students	where	they	are	is	something	that	can	help	them	get	to	the	final
product.	Students	can	feel	overwhelmed	with	vocabulary	they	do	not	understand,	passages
they	can’t	read	independently,	written	language	that	is	highly	sophisticated,	and	tasks	that
include	multi-step	complex	pieces.	I	propose	meeting	students	where	they	are	first	and
then	working	to	get	them	to	the	ultimate	goal.	Some	ways	of	doing	this	are	to	break	down
the	activity	into	smaller	parts,	give	students	ownership	of	the	task,	and	gauge	their	interest
levels.

Break	It	Down
Sometimes,	the	way	we	approach	a	task	or	skill	should	be	modified.	For	example,	a

large	task	can	be	broken	down	into	small	sections.	By	doing	so,	students	are	able	to
complete	the	final	product	by	finishing	all	the	smaller	pieces	that	together	make	up	the
culminating	assignment.	Consider	grading	each	section	independently	of	the	final	product.
Students	who	struggle	with	completing	the	entire	project	may	find	it	easier	to	handle	one
small	part	of	it	at	a	time.	This	way,	they	can	receive	grades	for	the	smaller	tasks	completed
along	the	way.	This	modification,	even	without	grading	each	component,	will	lend	itself	to
more	organized	final	projects.	Students	who	struggle	with	tasks	with	multiple	components
or	varied	information	that	needs	to	be	synthesized	or	who	are	working	in	groups	will	be
able	to	plan	their	time	and	attack	writing	assignments	in	smaller	chunks	instead	of	a	large,
daunting	one.

Giving	Students	Ownership
Students	work	better	when	they	have	a	vested	interest	in	the	process	and	the	product.

This	is	why,	whenever	possible,	students	should	be	included	in	the	design	and
development	of	projects,	readings,	assignments,	and/or	final	presentations.	This	can	be
difficult	when	a	curriculum	is	mandated	or	reading	lists	are	nonnegotiable.	However,
allowing	students’	input	(where	applicable)	can	be	as	simple	as	having	them	assist	in
generating	topics	for	writing	and	can	yield	positive	academic	results.

For	example,	when	teaching	persuasive	writing,	it	is	best	to	allow	students	to	generate
their	own	ideas	for	topics.	This	works	well	because	their	ideas	are	often	centered	on
current	issues	in	their	schools	or	lives.	Get	students	involved	as	much	as	possible.	Bring	in
supplemental	materials	that	will	spark	interest.	In	order	to	increase	motivation	in	students,
I	would	suggest	these	quick	tips:

Develop	activities	that	capitalize	on	student	interest.

Allow	student	input	into	assignments	when	possible.

Get	to	know	your	students	as	people	first,	and	students	second.	(Use	interest
inventories	on	pages	105–107	to	start	this	process.)

Use	Interest	Inventories
While	the	easiest	way	to	gauge	students’	interests	in	the	content-area	classroom	is	to



have	conversations	with	them,	another	way	is	to	use	interest	inventories.	Interest
inventories	are	simple	questionnaires	that	allow	students	to	list	items	they	like,	such	as
television	and	movies	they	enjoy	or	favorite	pastimes.	This	activity	is	quick	and	gives
students	opportunities	to	share	things	about	themselves	with	you	in	a	low-stakes	manner.

Interest	inventories	can	be	used	to	get	to	know	your	students	and	what	they	enjoy,	but
they	can	also	be	used	to	gain	insight	into	how	students	perceive	an	entire	content	area,
selected	topics,	or	components	of	a	subject.	Plus,	they	may	help	you	incorporate	activities
and	reading	materials	that	reflect	student	interest.

I	typically	issue	interest	inventories	at	the	beginning	of	the	quarter,	semester,	or	year
(see	pages	105–107	for	samples).	Once	I	collect	them,	even	a	cursory	glance	provides	me
with	information	about	which	classes	had	high	concentrations	of	sports	fanatics,	which
enjoyed	post-apocalyptic	television	and	movies,	and	which	had	younger	siblings.

This	strategy	was	especially	helpful	in	my	classroom	because	of	the	large	number	of
students	I	taught.	It	helped	me	modify	and	differentiate	writing	assignments	by	class,	by
group,	and	in	some	cases,	by	student.	For	example,	while	informational	writing	might	be
my	focus	for	all	classes,	the	materials	and	supplements	I	used	varied	for	each	class	period.
Although	I	chose	to	use	one	main	supplemental	text	for	all	classes,	the	additional	texts	and
examples	varied	based	on	each	class.

Author’s	Thoughts
When	I	think	about	myself	as	a	literate	person	and	consider	all	the	aspects	of	it,	I

think	of	all	the	types	of	literacy	skills,	strategies,	and	competencies	that	collectively
shaped	me	as	an	individual.	Like	a	passport,	I	have	literacy	“stamps”	of	places,
competencies,	and	literacies	that	I	possess	and	use.	No	one	component	is	more
important	than	another.	Instead,	these	pieces	fit	together	like	a	puzzle.	Each	piece	is
unique,	has	its	own	attributes	and	values,	and	contributes	to	the	overall
conceptualization	of	my	literate	self	in	a	different	way.	Plus,	like	a	passport	that
shows	the	locations	that	travelers	visit	frequently,	my	literacy	passport	includes
some	skills	or	strategies	with	multiple	stamps.

What	do	I	mean	by	this?	What	does	traveling	to	the	same	destination	over	and
over	offer?	Familiarity?	Deeper	knowledge	of	an	area?	Closer	contact	with	local
residents?	Correspondingly,	what	does	this	mean	for	a	traveler	who	has	only	been	to
a	destination	once?	Which	location	would	the	traveler	feel	most	comfortable
discussing	or	taking	a	companion	to?	The	same	is	true	for	literacy.	I	may	be	well
versed	in	narrative	writing;	I	know	how	to	employ	a	variety	of	techniques	and
devices	to	better	convey	the	overall	message	of	the	story.	However,	the	same	may
not	necessarily	be	true	when	it	comes	to	constructing	an	argument.	Yes,	I	may	know
how	to	do	it,	but	I	may	not	have	extensive	knowledge	or	experience	in	crafting	an
argument	in	several	disciplines.

Here	is	where	the	water	gets	muddy:	if	you	think	about	your	students	and	all	the
tasks,	skills,	and	demands	that	they	encounter	on	a	daily	basis,	they	are	faced	with
mounting	challenges	of	navigating	between	disciplines	and	texts,	with	the	ultimate



goal	being	comprehension	and	understanding.	For	a	novice	reader	and	writer,	this
can	be	difficult.	That	is	why	writing	in	every	discipline	on	a	daily	basis	is	an
absolute	necessity	in	order	for	students	to	be	successful	not	only	in	their	academic
careers	but	in	their	daily	lives.
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