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What Is the Writing Block All About?

Welcome to the Writing Block! This is the time of the day in third grade when we all write. We’re 
learning to “talk on paper”—telling about our ideas, our dreams, our fears, and some secrets. We 
use our imaginations to go anywhere and do anything we want. We write letters and poems, riddles 
and articles, recipes and stories. We clarify, describe, explain, and invent. We write and then write 
some more. At some point, we know when to polish. We strike, rewrite, revise, and edit. And, after 
much effort, we find that we are authors! We pause to celebrate, and then, once again, we begin  
to write. 

In a nutshell, that’s what Writers’ Workshop is all about! For many of us “baby boomers” who grew 
up in the Dick–Jane–Sally classrooms, this is quite a different scenario from how we learned about 
writing. Many of our recollections are more vivid about learning the conventions and correctness of 
writing than ever actually getting to write. Much time was spent on underlining subjects and verbs, 
practicing exercise after exercise of where commas should be placed, and diagramming sentences 
to understand how they should be structured. We had a time of day called language arts in which 
grammar books were the mainstay, a time often completely isolated from other content and certainly 
not integrated with the other language arts areas of reading, writing, speaking, and listening. 

Writing to many of us was something that for many years we didn’t feel we were ready to do. We 
didn’t know enough about the mechanics and technicalities to be able to write. We were always 
preparing for the day we might be ready.

My, how times have changed! Kindergartners now feel confident as writers! They use their wonderful 
invented spelling to say whatever they wish to say. They write in journals, design stationery to write 
letters, and even explore informational writing. Being allowed first to become fluent writers, they 
gradually begin to learn about the conventions that will make their writing clearer and better. Now, 
by third grade, students are creating truly masterful writings of various genres and are able to talk 
about their creations as writers should. How envious many of us are of the opportunities in today’s 
classrooms that afford students to develop as writers! 

The discovery that grammar, mechanics, usage, genres, organization, voice, etc., can so effectively 
be taught in the context of real writing has breathed life into our classrooms. Students are excited 
about writing and actually appreciate knowing the mechanics and techniques that will help them to 
become better writers. Teachers’ jobs are so much easier as a result! 

Introduction
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Now, let’s listen in on a typical Writing Block in one third-grade classroom to see exactly how the 
Writing Block gets started each day and how teachers teach in a way that models for students what 
will help them to grow as writers. 

It’s 9:55 A.M. and the students put away their math books and papers after exploring math problems. 
The teacher pulls her stool over to the overhead projector and gets her materials ready while the 
students come to sit on the carpeted area around the projector. 

As she does each day, the teacher faces the students as she sits down to begin her mini-lesson. 
The students know that this is the time when the teacher gets to write, and that if they sit quietly 
and listen, they’ll learn something new that they can use in their own writing. On most days, the 
teacher talks aloud as she thinks during this writing time. She has explained to the students that she 
wants them to know how she thinks as she writes, and that is why she shares her thinking out loud  
with them. 

“I’m still thinking about the math that we just finished and some of the things we learned today. A lot 
of things that we do every day, like math problems, have certain directions or steps that we must 
follow. I thought today I might try writing some directions. When someone gives me directions, there 
are two things I really appreciate. The first one is that I think directions are better if they’re short and 
to the point—the fewest words someone can use. Next, I like directions that are clear. They use few 
words, but they’re the best words that could be chosen.”

“I think that since we’re heading to the cafeteria in just a little while, I’ll write directions to get us 
there. That way you can test my skills at writing directions to see if we end up following them to the 
cafeteria without a problem!” 

The students laugh as Ted remarks, “If you don’t write good directions, we might not eat at all today! 
I’m not sure this is good!” The teacher reassures them that they’ll all get to eat even if she fails at 
writing good directions, and then she begins:

“I’m going to write these directions using numbers to tell the order we’ll need to follow. Sometimes 
we use words like first, second, next, and last, but sometimes we use numbers when there are many 
different steps.” Slowly, as she talks aloud, she writes the following directions:

1. Turn to your left in the hall as you leave the classroom.

2. Walk to the end of the hall and turn right. This is the hall where we go to art.

3. Walk all the way to the main office and turn right again.

4. The third door on the left is the entrance to the cafeteria.

“What do you think? If you had never gone to the cafeteria in our school, do you think these would 
be good directions? Or, do you think it would help to give you some of what we call ‘landmarks’ along 
the way so that you would know you’re on the right track to get there?”

Some students reply, “Show us what landmarks are.”
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“Okay, let me go back and see where landmarks might be helpful. If someone didn’t know the main 
office, they might like knowing that it’s the one with the red door and the mailbox beside it.” She 
changes the third sentence to read:

3. Walk all the way to the main office (red door with mailbox outside) and turn right 
again.

“I think that landmark would be helpful to someone new to our school. Now, let me think if I’ve 
been clear and brief in my directions.” She reads each sentence again and says, “What about this 
sentence that says, ‘This is the hall where we go to art.’ Is it necessary for me to put that in these 
directions?” 

The students respond that they think the directions are clear without that extra sentence, and the 
teacher agrees. She strikes through the line to omit it. 

 2. Walk to the end of the hall and turn right. This is the hall where we go to art.

Now, they are all satisfied with the way the teacher has written the directions.

“The true test, though, will be whether we all get to the cafeteria today! Jerri, would you be in charge 
of reading the directions and leading us to the cafeteria later? I’ll copy down the directions on a sheet 
of paper and give them to you.” 

“Now, it’s time for you all to write. You may write about anything you’d like to today, even writing di-
rections if you’d like to try that. Let’s hear some of the ideas you’ve been working on. Any volunteers 
to share your topics before we get started?” 

That’s how Writers’ Workshop gets started each day during the time that we call the Writing Block. 
The teacher will model and then each student will have an opportunity to write and to grow in his 
ability to communicate in written language. On most days, students will write about self-selected 
topics—whatever they choose to write about. On some days, they’ll write a focused piece at the 
teacher’s direction and with the teacher’s guidance. Every day, no matter what their topic might be, 
they will learn, experiment, explore, and grow during this time. 

Just because students read more does not necessarily mean they’ll read better. The same is true of 
writing—just because students write more doesn’t mean they’ll become better writers, even though it’s 
sure to help. To become better readers, students need to learn comprehension skills and strategies 
that they can apply to get better at reading all types of materials. To become better writers, there is 
much that students need to learn to communicate more effectively and powerfully for different pur-
poses. As with good reading instruction, good writing instruction requires that teachers teach skills 
and techniques directly and explicitly. The purpose of this book is to demonstrate how teachers can 
teach students what they need to learn in a way that makes sense to students and in a way that truly 
nurtures and supports them. 

What makes sense to students is learning in context, seeing for themselves the hows and whys 
of grammar and mechanics and all that they need to know. Why do we need to know what word 
is a verb or an adjective? Why does it matter if a comma goes here or there? Why do we need to 
learn the format of a letter? How are directions written, and what is a good format for writing them? 
Students need to see this firsthand in “real” writing, not in isolated exercises in a grammar book. 
The lessons in this book will demonstrate how teaching can be brief and to the point, but still serve 
as an illustration of how and why a skill is useful in writing. 
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Writing is a critical component of any balanced language arts program, whether or not Four Blocks is 
the specific design of that program. Writing is how students figure out what reading is all about and 
how they learn about one of literacy’s most valuable tools—the power of the written word. 

What Is a Mini-Lesson?

The term “mini” means brief, always within the attention span of third-graders. The lessons in 
this book are designed to last approximately 10 minutes daily. Some of the lessons are a series 
of multiple-day lessons, which are necessary to model for students since they also will continue 
their writing over multiple days. The Writing Block should always allow more time for students 
to write than the time allowed for the teacher’s modeling and for the sharing that may occur at  
the conclusion. 

The mini-lesson should be direct and explicit, with the teacher focusing on one particular aspect of 
writing. The lesson allows the teacher the opportunity to show the students how and why a skill or 
technique is used in the context of writing. Once students see how a skill or technique is used and 
why they might use it, they translate this into their own writing when needed. The focus of the lesson 
will be some curriculum item that is important for third-graders to be aware of in their writing: com-
posing notes and letters; using commas; combining short, choppy sentences; using the descriptive 
mode of writing; or a number of other lessons that will help students grow as writers.

The mini-lesson is not necessarily interactive. Sometimes the students only listen quietly to the 
teacher talking aloud. Occasionally, the teacher will ask questions of the students or elicit responses 
of different sorts to help the students process what’s being taught. However, this is the time for the 
teacher to do the teaching. The students will have their chance to write and make decisions after 
the mini-lesson. 

How Many Mini-Lessons?

There will be one central focus for the mini-lesson each day during the Writing Block. Other elements 
of writing are taught peripherally or incidentally, not stressed as the main lesson is. For example, a 
teacher may be teaching a mini-lesson on writing letters. As a part of the modeling, the teacher might 
include in the think-aloud such things as: indenting to start the letter, how to abbreviate the name of 
the state, capital letters at the beginnings of sentences, and margins. The repetition of basic elements 
will serve as a constant reminder to students that they should do this in their writing. 

In this book, there are a variety of mini-lesson topics, as well as suggestions for follow-up lessons. 
Rarely would you want to teach something and not reinforce it with additional lessons. So, in all, you 
have more mini-lessons than you should need to use throughout the year! 



10 © Carson-Dellosa CD-2419Writing Mini-Lessons for Third Grade: The Four-Blocks® Model

How Are Mini-Lessons Selected? 

The mini-lessons in this book are based on frequently-taught curricula for third grade. The lessons are 
arranged into three general categories, based on the point in the year that may be most appropriate 
for you to introduce those lessons. The section Early in Third Grade–Getting Started offers lessons 
that will help you to teach and review the basics of grammar, mechanics, the writing process, and 
routines that students will need to know. Suggestions are made about which of these basics you may 
wish to include in your Editor’s Checklist. After you teach one of these basic lessons and feel that 
your students can be accountable for this in their own writing, you may wish to add this element to 
a checklist displayed in your classroom as a resource and reminder for your students. This checklist 
is not the criteria to which students will be accountable for their final published pieces. This checklist 
is only a list of basics that will make the students’ writing easier for them to read back or easier for 
you or peers to read if it’s shared. Keeping the checklist short will help students remember it easily 
and apply these basics to all of their rough-draft writing. 

The Getting Started lessons in the beginning of the year will also allow time for students to develop 
fluency in their writing before they attempt to incorporate new and different ideas. 

The next section, Most of Third Grade–Continuing to Write, provides lessons to use after  
students have learned the basics. These lessons will help students grow in their abilities to commu-
nicate in writing. They’ll explore writing for various purposes, for different audiences, and with greater 
clarity. With these lessons, students will understand that writing is more than editing or correctness. 
They’ll come to understand that “clean” writing isn’t even necessarily good writing. 

Finally, there are lessons in the section, Later in Third Grade–Getting Better!, for classrooms that 
are ready to advance to more complex lessons. These are lessons that polish writing and move into 
craft, style, and complexity. Not all third-grade classrooms will be ready for these lessons. Whether 
or not these particular selections should be used is left to the discretion of the teacher with consid-
eration of the maturity of the students and the readiness for more sophistication in their writing. 

You probably have a curriculum that guides you in knowing what is necessary for third-graders to 
know about writing. If you’re a teacher using this book for your lessons, you’ll want to be sure to 
check the suggested lessons with whatever local or state curriculum you have to be sure all of your 
items are covered. You’ll need to add the items not included that will offer perfect alignment with 
what your students need to know this year. 

In addition to consulting your curriculum guide in concert with this book, you’ll want to be guided by 
your students’ needs as determined by their writing. As you read what they’ve written, make notes of 
what would add to their knowledge of writing so that you can make that a part of your mini-lessons, 
too. This book should make it easy for you to plug your own curriculum into model lessons. 

How Do You Get Started?

Getting started with your lessons takes a minimum of planning, especially with this book as your 
guide for the mini-lesson portion. You’ll want to find a comfortable place to write every day. It will 
need to be a place where your writing will be in clear view of all of your students. Using an overhead 
projector and screen would be ideal so that everyone can see clearly. The other major advantage 
to using an overhead projector is that you can model everything you want students to know about 
writing—even the posture of a writer (if you’re able to pull up a chair beside the projector). This also 
allows you to face the students as you make decisions and think aloud. 
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Gather a variety of writing materials for your use: transparencies or paper, dark markers that will 
make your pieces visible for your students, and colored markers to highlight what you’re focusing 
on. You’ll want to save many of the pieces you write, so prepare a folder in which you can keep your 
work. Returning to an earlier piece to revise or edit is valuable to teach your students. 

Next, plan what you’ll write about daily and what your mini-lesson will be. This book will help you 
with that. Most of the lessons in this book have sample lessons written. If you wish to use them, you 
can easily change names and places to personalize them for your own. Know where you’re heading 
each day when you write. Have a specific purpose for your writing model. 

Be brave! If you currently lack confidence in yourself as a writer (as many teachers admit!), just 
take a deep breath and try it. Modeling in front of students may be difficult in the beginning, but it 
will get easier. Soon you’ll think nothing of it! In fact, keep in mind that you really should keep your 
writing as simple as possible, especially in the beginning. If your writing is too grand or exemplary, 
you may actually “turn off” your students. Write about your family members, your childhood, ordinary, 
everyday kinds of things, and then your students will know that they have things to write about, too! 
Take advantage of sharing something about yourself during this time. 

What Will Students Write About?

It’s important for you to realize that students don’t have to write about what you’ve written about 
each day. Nor do they always have to apply whatever they’ve just been taught. If you’ve taught your 
students how to use commas in a series of words, it’s not necessary to have them write something 
right away that requires them to use ten commas. If you do that, you usually won’t get quality writing 
from your students. They’ll only be writing towards that objective and not writing with creativity and 
imagination. Trust that when you model, they’ll absorb. 

Occasionally, you may wish to ask that students practice something you’ve taught. You’ll want to do 
that sparingly and in the context of real writing. This focused or guided writing will occur more often 
as students move into upper grades. 

In the Writing Block, you’ll reinforce what you’ve taught by reteaching it, maybe several times, gaug-
ing how often by what you see in your students’ writing. The extension lessons in this book will help 
you to plan these follow-up lessons. You can also take advantage of formal and informal conference 
time, which will allow you the opportunity to encourage the use of the skills and techniques you’ve 
been teaching. 

So, on most days, your students will write about whatever they want to write about. On some days, 
though, you’ll say to them, “Today and tomorrow, we’re going to work together on writing letters, and 
then on Thursday you can get back to whatever you’ve been working on.” That’ll be the time that you 
spend guiding them through a lesson that must be taught and practiced immediately. Your students 
will understand this, but they’ll appreciate the time to get back to their own writing as well.
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What Is the Four-Blocks® Literacy Model?

These mini-lessons are designed to fit perfectly into the Writing Block of the Four-Blocks® Literacy 
Model. The lessons, however, are certainly not exclusive to Four-Blocks classrooms and can be 
used with any classroom using a Writers’ Workshop approach. The Writing Block is just one of the 
Four Blocks which comprise the Four-Blocks framework. Four Blocks is an approach used to teach 
students how to read and grow in their knowledge of literacy and language. 

Four Blocks is a comprehensive language arts program based on the work of its creators, Drs. Patricia 
Cunningham and Dorothy Hall. The foundation of Four Blocks is that reading can be taught without 
labeling and dividing children homogeneously. Experts agree that there are four major approaches that 
can be used to teach children how to read. Instead of picking and choosing one of the approaches as 
“the” way to teach children to read, Four-Blocks teachers present a balanced method, taking all four 
of the major approaches and exposing all children in heterogeneous settings to all four approaches 
each day at the primary grades. Because students all have different learning styles, personalities, 
and bring different experiences to the classroom, there must be a variety of ways in which they will 
learn best to read. So, to address this diversity, Four Blocks is multilevel, meeting the needs of high-, 
average-, and low-achieving students in the same setting. 

One of the Four Blocks is the Self-Selected Reading Block. Based on the research that says children 
who read the most are the children who read the best, a minimum of 30 minutes a day is devoted 
to Self-Selected Reading (Cunningham, Hall, and Gambrell, 2002). The teacher starts this block by 
reading aloud to the students to motivate them and to introduce them to a variety of literature. Then, 
students read while the teacher conferences with some students, engaging them in a book chat to 
further motivate them and to encourage them to read. Sharing time may be available at the conclu-
sion of this block that allows students some brief time to share what they’ve been reading. For more 
information on Self-Selected Reading, see Self-Selected Reading the Four-Blocks® Way by Patricia 
M. Cunningham, Dorothy P. Hall, and Linda B. Gambrell (Carson-Dellosa, 2002). 

Another of the blocks is the Guided Reading Block, 30–40 minutes devoted to teaching compre-
hension skills and strategies and allowing students to practice and apply them. This block usually 
begins with the teacher instructing the whole group, connecting them to the text they’ll read—build-
ing vocabulary and background knowledge, making predictions, and setting a purpose for read-
ing. Then, the teacher decides on the best way to support all readers in the class through various 
formats—partner reading, ERT, book club groups, Three-Ring Circus, choral reading, independent 
reading, etc. Closure allows the students to come back together to check their successes with the 
skills they were working with that day. For more information on Guided Reading see Guided Read-
ing the Four-Blocks® Way by Patricia M. Cunningham, Dorothy P. Hall, and James W. Cunningham 
(Carson-Dellosa, 2000). 

A third block is the Working with Words Block, giving students time to explore spelling and de-
coding. During this time, students spend approximately 10 minutes working with high-frequency 
words—those words that students encounter often in their reading and need to use in their writing. 
An additional 15–20 minutes is spent on another activity to teach more about spelling and decoding, 
usually concentrating on patterns of words and language. This time might include well-known activi-
ties like Making Words, Sorts and Hunts, What Looks Right, Guess the Covered Word, and Reading 
and Writing Rhymes. For more information on Working with Words, see Month-by-Month Phonics for 
Third Grade by Patricia M. Cunningham and Dorothy P. Hall (Carson-Dellosa, 1998).
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The fourth block is the one partially addressed in this book, the Writing Block. This 30–40 minutes 
begins with the teacher modeling writing for approximately 10 minutes, during which a mini-lesson 
is taught. Then, students have an opportunity to write, mostly on self-selected topics and sometimes 
on assigned or focused writing. Teachers find time to have individual conferences with students while 
all students are writing. The teacher usually targets the whole class during the mini-lesson, but the 
conference is the time that the teacher can grow students individually from wherever they are in their 
writing development. Some sharing time is included in the closure of this block to allow students to 
talk with their peers about what they’ve written. 

Together, these are the Four Blocks. They offer a balanced literacy program to students and a won-
derful management system for teachers planning their instruction and their time. Besides being a 
great organizational method, this is a framework that truly embraces all children regardless of their 
reading ability level. Students learn to nurture and support each other—truly a community of learn-
ers! They learn not simply to tolerate their differences, but truly to appreciate those differences that 
they share. 

For more information on the Four-Blocks® Literacy Model, see The Teacher’s Guide to the Four-Blocks® 
by Patricia M. Cunningham, Dorothy P. Hall, and Cheryl M. Sigmon (Carson-Dellosa, 1999).
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Early in Third Grade–Getting Started

Mini-Lesson Focus: Beginning to Write

In the beginning of the year, the first goal you’ll tackle in the Writing Block is to get students to write. 
This sounds so simple, and yet, it’s much easier said than done! This is the time during which stu-
dents may hesitate to write immediately, may lack confidence that they have ideas worthy of writing 
about, and definitely suffer complete writer’s block on many days. We must get them started writing, 
though, and so we encourage them daily. At this point, we keep the writing process and our expla-
nation of it simple.

Model a short piece of writing. Start by talking aloud about the topic choices you might make, “What 
do I want to write about today? I could write about something I did with my family this summer that 
was fun. I might write about a movie I saw last weekend. Or, since it’s early in the school year, I’ve 
been thinking about how much I enjoy getting a new year started. That’s what I want to write about 
today!” 

Beginning a School Year

I really get excited about starting a new school year every August. Why is it so  
exciting for me. There are a number of reasons I love it so much. For me, it’s a chance 
to try new things that I’ve been thinking about during the summer. I usualy read lots  
of professional books during my vacation time to get new ideas for my classroom.  
Sometimes I attend a seminar or two to learn new things. I take the best of the ideas 
that I’ve learned to try on my 25 new guiny pigs—my students! 

After you’ve written, explain to students, “This is what you’ll be doing each day—writing.” Then, ex-
plain the following short process to them.

You might add, “Each day during the Writing Block, you’re expected to write. On most days you’ll write 
on self-selected topics—anything you want to write about! Also, on most days, you are not required 
to finish a piece within the 15–20 minutes you’ll have to write, and you can write on a piece for as 
many days as you need to. For the piece I’ve started today, I’ll probably choose to write a little more 
to tell you other reasons that I love to get each new school year started.” 
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Other Ideas for Beginning to Write

• Even before introducing the Editor’s Checklist, you’ll want to encourage students to read over what 
they’ve written to be sure it makes sense. Using the previous model lesson, the teacher might 
say, “Boys and girls, I want to be sure to read over what I’ve written. I want to make sure it makes 
sense. As the teacher reads, she finds a question mark should be used instead of a period at the 
end of the second sentence. She changes it. She looks at usualy and says, “Oops! I think ‘usually’ 
should have been spelled with two l’s. Let me change that. I think I’ve misspelled ‘guinea’ (guiny), 
so let me circle that word and check it later. Now, it is clean and easy to read back!” 

• Also explain to students that, “Any day during the Writing Block, when you finish a piece and read 
back over it, you can choose between a couple of options. First, you can continue to work on that 
piece, reading back over it and deciding if it’s the best it can be. If it’s not, some changes can be 
made before moving on to a new piece. Second, you can choose to move from one piece to another 
after the quick-edit is complete.” 

 This is the short writing process for early in the year: 

• You might try setting a timer to go off before the last five minutes of the writing time. Announce 
that all students may want to skim over whatever they’ve written. This will prepare students for the 
advent of the formal Editor’s Checklist which is introduced early in the year.

write

quick editrework
(if students 

choose)




