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come as writers. 

Mini-Lessons for Early in the Year 

The mini-lessons for early in the year are designed to teach basic procedures and review mechani-
cal and grammatical conventions that your students should already know and can get up to speed 
on after a quick review and reminder. If, after teaching these early mini-lessons, you discover by  
observing your students’ writing, that they have not learned these basic mechanical and grammatical 
conventions, you will need to spend more time teaching them. Additional suggestions are included 
for each topic. As you teach these early-in-the year mini-lessons, students will be writing on self-
selected topics. The techniques and strategies taught will apply to all types of writing, and students 
should be expected to apply them in their writing. During these early lessons, the Writer’s Checklist 
will be started with items that most students have mastered. Items should be added gradually to the 
checklist, and each student should do a quick edit each day for the items on the checklist.

Mini-Lessons in this Section

Modeling How to Write Using a Think-Aloud

Creating a List of Topics

Prewriting Using a Think-Aloud

Using a Think-Aloud to Write after Mapping

Procedures for Writer’s Workshop

Creating a Writing Handbook

Author’s Chair 

Using a Think-Aloud for Beginning Capitalization and Ending Punctuation

What to Do about Spelling 

Editing Your Writing with a Writer’s Checklist

Making Decisions about What to Write

Different Writing Genres

Sentences that Make Sense and Stay on Topic

Writing Process

Self-Editing and Peer Editing

Capital Letters for Titles, Specific People, Events, and Places

Early in the Year—Getting Started 



10 © Carson-Dellosa CD-2427Writing Mini-Lessons for Upper Grades: The Big-Blocks™ Approach

Mini-Lesson Focus: Modeling How to Write Using a Think-Aloud  
(Craft/Conventions) 

On the first day of school many upper-grades teachers wonder, “How well do the students in my 
class write?” To find out, teachers often get a writing sample. Some teachers assign their students 
a topic such as, “Write about your summer vacation” or “Write about yourself.” When given a topic, 
some students begin the assigned task quickly, other students will think to themselves, “I didn’t go 
anywhere!” or “I don’t know what to write about me.” Students, at all grade levels, need to understand 
that writing is putting down on paper what you want to tell. Think-alouds are a great way to further 
upper-grades students’ understanding that writing is just telling about things. They also show students 
how to think and what to think about when writing.

The teacher says: 

“I am your new teacher and you don’t know a lot about me, but you will soon know more. Today, I 
am going to write for you and tell you about me.” 

The teacher thinks aloud and writes:

“I indent my first paragraph and begin my sentence with a capital letter.” (She does each thing as she 
says it.) My name is Mrs. Amanda Arens. “I put a capital letter at the beginning of Mrs., Amanda, and 
Arens because names always begin with capitals and so do titles. I end my sentence with a period 
because telling sentences always end that way. 

“My next sentence starts with a capital and so does my husband’s first and last names. I put another 
period at the end of that sentence. The word husband’s needs an apostrophe before the s to show 
possession.” (She talks as she writes.) My husband’s name is Jeff Arens. “My next sentence starts 
with a capital and ends with a period.” He has his own business and loves to work on the computer. 
“Some words are easy to spell like he, has, his, to, on, and the. Other words I have to think of the 
spelling or stretch out and think of the letters that represent those sounds, like own, business, and 
com-pu-ter.” (She continues telling the class about her family, their names, and something about 
them. She remembers to talk about capitalization, punctuation, and spelling.) I have three children. 
My daughter is the oldest. Merrill Kaye is your age and loves to read. I have two sons who are 
younger. Their names are Alex and Lafe. 

“I indent my second paragraph and begin my sentence with a capital letter.” (She does each thing as 
she says it and tells them about where she lives and what it is like and continues to write and talk.) 
I live outside of town in a brick house. We have a small lake in our back yard. We have lots of 
land and not many neighbors. We like living away from town. But that means my husband and I 
do lots of driving. We have to drive to church, to work, to stores, and to ball games. Whenever 
we do anything, we have to drive there.

As she writes, the teacher thinks aloud about the process she is using. She models and talks about 
using capitals and periods. The teacher also uses this opportunity to stop and think about how words 
are spelled and to str-e-tch out a word or two to show the students how you can do this when you 
don’t know how to spell a word. Because she thinks aloud as she writes, more and more students 
will understand and use the processes she models and talks about. After her mini-lessons, the 
teacher invites the students to write for her. Many tell about themselves, but some may write on 
other topics.
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Other Ideas for Modeling How to Write Using a Think-Aloud

Using Literature for Modeling Think-Alouds

Read How I Spent My Summer Vacation by Mark Teague (Crowne Publishing, 1996) during a 
teacher read-aloud. At writing time, begin your mini-lesson by saying, “This morning I read How I 
Spent My Summer Vacation and you wanted to talk about your summer vacations. So, I thought 
to myself, When it is writing time, I am going to tell the class about my family’s vacation to the lake 
region in Upper Michigan. The story I read was a made-up story, but my story is true. Here is how I 
spent my summer vacation.”

  In June, as soon as school was out in Missouri, my family went to Michigan. We 
drove all the way to the upper part of Lake Michigan. It was . . . .

Beginning Capitals and Periods at the Ends of Sentences 

In some mini-lessons, you will want to focus on one particular part of the writing process. For example, 
you can think aloud focusing on beginning capitals and periods. Write something and think aloud 
about the use of capital letters and periods. Many students have not written all summer and need 
this reminder.

“Today, I am going to write about fourth (or fifth) grade. I will begin my first sentence with a capital 
F.” Fourth (or fifth) grade is the best grade. “I end my sentence with a period and begin my next 
sentence with a capital I.” In fourth (or fifth) grade we learn all about our state (or our country, 
our geographic neighbors, etc.).

Capital Letters for Names (People, Books, Movies, etc.) and I 

Talk and write about people you know or characters in a book or movie, and only think aloud about 
how you capitalize names and I. Toward the end of the lesson, stop and ask the students what kind 
of letter you should use to begin names and I.

 This weekend I went to see the new Harry Potter movie with my family. It is a movie 
based on the second Harry Potter book titled, Harry Potter and the Chamber of 
Secrets. It has the same characters as in the first book and movie: Harry Potter, Ron, 
the Weasleys, and Hermione. 

When you get to the name of the movie or book, the names of characters, or the word I, ask the 
students what you should do. Let them “help” you by telling you that names and the word I need 
beginning capital letters. You can even share the pen and ask a student to come up and write that 
word or name.

A Period Is Used after Abbreviations

Some students in the upper grades need to be reminded about this. Write one day and focus on 
thinking aloud about abbreviations and putting a period after them.

 Mr. and Mrs. Logan were heading for Dr. Ray’s office on Reynolda Rd. They took a 
wrong turn and ended up on Miller Dr. Now they were lost. 
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My Writing Ideas

Jeff the night we met at Singsations try-
outs

 hearing him sing “The Lord’s Prayer”
 “Daddy is a handsome man, doo-dah”
 ✔The changes in him since we moved
Merrill Kaye her love of books
 the talking trash can at Disney World
 being chased by wild geese
Alex  the perfectionist
 becoming an artist, its ups and downs
 collecting the poison ivy
Lafe swimming in the “cat pool”
 “It’s just what boys do!”
 my little sugar bear
Mother how I miss her
 ✔her laughing brown eyes
 her ability to express herself
Ma-ma the last jar of raspberry jelly 
 a list of my favorite foods
 no time to mourn
Teaching watching the “light bulb come on”
 adults are my new students
Professional life working on a book of mini-lessons 

for upper grades

Mini-Lesson Focus: Creating a List of Topics (Procedures)

People write best when they write about the things they know about. When teachers assign topics, 
they create a welfare system, putting students on writers’ welfare (Graves, 1983). A teacher can work 
on ways to avoid hearing, “I don’t know what to write about.” This mini-lesson models the process for 
making decisions on writing ideas and invites students to begin their own lists. The teacher will either 
bring in a list of her own writing ideas or will create a list in front of the students. It is important to make 
the items on the list narrow in focus. Young students often write about things in general: family, school, 
ball games, places, etc. As students get older, it is important that their writing is more specific. Talk 
through your decisions, sharing bits of information as to why the event or topic is on the list. Give thought 
to the list ahead of time, if the list won’t already be prepared before class. Once started, it is a list that 
you will want a permanent copy of, so you can add and refer to it throughout the year.

The teacher says:

“Today, I want to share with you my list of writing ideas. There are lots of things I would like to write 
about; in fact, some I already have, and some are works in progress. But, today what I really want 
to show you is how I decide what to put on my list.

“I have found out that I write better when I am writing about things that really matter to me or things 
I’ve actually done. But, I’ve done a lot of things in 
my life, and I have a lot of experiences to choose 
from. So, when I decide to write about one of 
those things, it usually is a very strong memory 
for me. For example, the first thing on my list is 
my husband, Jeff. I didn’t just put his name on 
my list. I’ve been married to Jeff for 13 years, 
and I’ve known him for 17 years, so I have so 
many memories with him. However, I’ve chosen 
a couple that stand out in my mind. Even though 
it was 17 years ago, I clearly remember the 
night we met. I hope to write about it someday 
because it may not be clear for much longer. 
Another idea I have for writing is to tell how Jeff 
makes our children sing a song to him when he 
is playing with them. If he traps them, the ‘magic 
word’ is to sing ‘Daddy is a handsome man’ to 
the tune of ‘Camptown Races.’

“Or, I could tell the story of the day this summer 
when Alex was collecting leaves for a project at 
art camp, picked poison ivy, brought it home, 
and his sister and dad helped him press it in 
some books. Oh, they were all so miserable for 
the next few days.

“I’ve already written a poem about my mother’s 
laughing brown eyes. And, I journaled in a  

scrapbook about Jeff and the changes I’ve seen in him. That is why you see both of those items 
checked off. 
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“This is a list I keep going back to. I add ideas. I write about some and check them off. Now, it is 
time to send you all to write today. If you would like to make your list of ideas, that is a great way 
to go. If you already have a specific idea, you may begin working on it, or if you’re in the middle of 
something, you may continue working on it.”

The teacher sends the students to their desks to write. Many students will begin to create their own 
lists of writing ideas. Some won’t be as specific as suggested. Some will list things such as “my 
family vacation,” “my pet,” etc. Soon, the teacher will be doing another mini-lesson on making the 
focus sharper. Eventually, the teacher will want all of her students to have a list of writing ideas that 
they will keep with their writing. She wants them to go back to this list on the days when they want 
to say, “I don’t know what to write about!”

Other Ideas for What to Write About

Sharing Another Student’s List(s)

Be sure to circulate as the students write their lists during the previous mini-lesson. Watch for students 
who find making a list an easy task. Conference with one or two of these students, and find out if 
they are willing to share their lists. Sharing one student’s list may help other students think that they 
have had some of the same experiences or know about similar topics. This sharing mini-lesson can 
help other students add more to their writing lists. 

I’m an Expert

Students in the upper grades can often tell you some things they are good at doing: playing 
basketball or soccer, singing, playing computer games, writing, etc. They also might know a lot about  
several topics: the Titanic, dinosaurs (a certain kind?), snakes (Do they know more about specific 
kinds of snakes?), baseball (Do they know a lot about certain teams or players?), etc. The things they 
know a lot about, the things they are interested in, and things they can do quite well can form the 
basis for “I’m an expert on . . . .” lists. Next to each big topic they need to write some specific things 
they might write about. Let your students know what you know a lot about and what you are an expert 
on (making pumpkin bread, snickerdoodle cookies, or pecan tarts; crocheting afghans; wallpapering; 
etc.). Write something about what you do quite well and model for your students how you write  
about it.

Keeping a Class List of Interesting Topics on a Chart or in a Jar 

Every time your class learns something new in social studies, science, math, health, or current 
events, that “something” can be added to the class list on a chart or written on a piece of paper and 
added to a “topic jar.” Occasionally choose a topic for your mini-lesson from the class writing list or 
from the “topic jar.”

Using Memories 

Read Jamie Lee Curtis’s book, When I Was Little: A Four-Year-Old’s Memory of Her Youth 
(HarperCollins, 1993). Then, write about one of your memories, real or not—no one will know! Invite 
the students to add stories from their young lives to their lists and choose one to write about. (Have 
them talk to their parents if they cannot remember any stories; everyone has a story to tell!)

Remember: students have a daily choice to either write more about a topic (add on to a 
piece) or start a new piece. 
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Mini-Lesson Focus: Prewriting Using a Think-Aloud (Craft)

It is important to model for students the process of writing. One effective mode of modeling is to use a 
think-aloud. The think-aloud allows students to see and hear what is happening as you make decisions 
as you write. Think-alouds become easier with practice, as does writing. Choose a topic from your 
writing list to begin the process of writing with your students. Explain why you choose that particular 
topic (for example, it is important to you, you have very vivid memories of it, etc.). Then, model the 
steps of the writing process—what you are doing and why—that you want your students to see or be 
aware of as they write.

The teacher says:

“Today, I want to write about something from my writing list. I was looking over my ideas last night and 
decided I really want to write about the day Merrill Kaye was chased by the Canada geese. I think it 
would be helpful if I have some method of organizing my thoughts about the events. When we prewrite 
or brainstorm, sometimes it is helpful to choose a way to organize those thoughts. I have a simple 
story map that sometimes helps me make sure I have included several important elements of a story.” 
(Begins to fill in the map and talks through it.) 

“After I map the story out this 
way, it helps me remember 
things I want to include. I know 
there are other details I will 
include to make the story more 
interesting, but I also know  
stor ies need a problem 
and solution to be more 
interesting.

“Let me add a few of those 
details to my map so I won’t  
forget them; then tomorrow 
I will begin to write my story. 
I’ll just make a list, and as I 
write, I’ll decide where they fit 
in best.

“I really think it helps my writing 
if I do this kind of thinking 
before I start. It helps me get 
an idea of where to go with my 
story and what kinds of things 
I want to include.

“Tomorrow, I’ll begin writing this 
story (page 16). If some of you are ready to start a new story or have had some trouble going on with 
your story, you might try “mapping” out your ideas during writing time today.”

Students go off to write, and some will choose to use the organizer the teacher has modeled. From time 
to time, she might even require that students use organizers of some kind to help in the development 
of an idea.

List of details
 * There was tall grass hiding the baby geese.
 * The adults run fast, hiss, and flap their wings.
 * The way MK looked as she ran
 * She was laughing by the time she got back up to the house.

This character: 

Merrill Kaye

wanted to:

come back to the 
house after being 
down by the lake

but: so:

She got between 
some adult Canada 
geese and their 
babies. 

She had to run her 
hardest and hope for 
the best!



15© Carson-Dellosa CD-2427 Writing Mini-Lessons for Upper Grades: The Big-Blocks™ Approach

Other Ideas for Prewriting

Using a Web

Webs are often used to organize information. Some students may have had instruction in using a web; 
others may not. If your class is studying a state or province, the United States, Canada, Mexico, or 
Central America, you want students to write reports at some point in the year. A web can help organize 
all of the information they gather. One way to help all students is to model this process. First, put the 
topic in the center. Then, decide what areas must be included in this report; those areas become the 
“spokes” of your web. What you need to include about these topics is written around these spokes. 
Students will understand how to do this and follow your lead if you model this for them and begin a 
web using your curriculum.

Using a Venn Diagram to Tell about Similarities and Differences

A Venn diagram can be used to compare two things. You can use it to compare two books or two 
authors you have read during Guided Reading. You can use a Venn diagram to compare two cities 
in your state or province, two regions of a country, or maybe two different leaders or wars in history. 
Use a Venn diagram to organize the information, then write about those two stories, authors, people, 
places, times, etc. 

Using a Comparison Chart to Compare Two or More People, Places, Things, or Times 

The teacher and the class can fill out the comparison chart together and use this chart to organize the 
information and write the paragraphs in a paper or pages in a report.

Geography 

  North Carolina   

location

coast mountains

climate
piedmont

History 

when settled
settlers

colonial times

 Civil War

Cities Asheville

capital: Raleigh
largest: Charlotte

 Wilmington

Tourism
beaches

 Old SalemAsheville

Outer Banks
mountains

People

past

occupations

present

writes picture biographies 
books on famous Americans 

David Adler Gail Gibbons

write their books  
illustrate their books
research the topics

writes informational books
books on animals

Both

Place Location Climate Size Population Occupations Tourism
Canada
United States
Mexico
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Mini-Lesson Focus: Using a Think-Aloud to Write after Mapping a Story (Craft)

Use a graphic organizer you’ve created (page 14) and begin writing the story. You should refer to the 
organizer frequently, even checking off things you’ve included. You need to talk about what you are 
writing and how you are deciding what to write. Model rereading your text to see if it makes sense, 
making marks to make changes, etc.

The teacher says:

“I’m ready to write my story about Merrill Kaye, today. I noticed I was thinking about it even last night 
at home. I think it was on my mind because I spent the time yesterday making my map.

“I never write my title first; I always wait until later or even until I’m done with the story. I think my 
titles are better if I wait.

“I think I need to tell the reader that Merrill Kaye has been watching the geese take care of their 
babies for about a month.

“I see that I’ve already included details I didn’t put on my list. Sometimes, those details don’t come 
to me until I start writing.”

Title?

 Merrill Kaye trudged along the dam at the edge of the lake. Dusk was approaching, and she was 
ready to head back to the house. Not far from the edge of the bank, close to the tall grass, she saw 
Momma Goose and Daddy Goose.

 For the past month, Merrill Kaye had been watching the geese take care of their babies. She knew 
they were pretty protective, and the babies always obeyed their parents.

“That is all I have time to write today. Some of you may have an idea for a story that you have mapped 
out. Hopefully, you can see how that will guide your writing. It is okay to include more details than 
you’ve written on your lists. Just refer back to the lists and the maps to keep you going.”
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Other Ideas for Using a Think-Aloud to Write after Prewriting

Using a Think-Aloud to Write after Creating a Venn Diagram

After making a Venn diagram with the class about two authors (page 15). You can use it to begin to 
write.

 David Adler and Gail Gibbons write informational books for children. David writes mainly picture 
biographies. He has written about many of the people we learn about in American history: George 
Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln. He . . . .
 Gail Gibbons writes informational books about things children are interested in. Cats, Dogs, 
Polar Bears, Penguins, and Spiders are some of her popular books. She . . . .
 Both writers spend time researching their topics. Then, they write and illustrate their books.

You may want to take three days to write this, a day on each author and his or her work and then a 
final day on how they are alike. 

Using a Think-Aloud to Write after Creating a Comparison Chart

If you created a comparison chart in social studies to compare several regions of the United States 
or the provinces in Canada, then you could use the chart to begin to write a paragraph (or page) 
about each region or province and territory.

 Canada

 Canada has many provinces and territories: British Columbia, Yukon, Northwest Territories, Al-
berta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, Nunavut, Quebec, New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labra-
dor, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island. 

Using a Think-Aloud to Reread and Revise

Each day that you return to the same piece of writing, you can model and think aloud about the im-
portance of rereading what has been written so far. If you find things that don’t make sense, make 
changes. You may eliminate some sentences because you decide they don’t fit the topic or aren’t 
as important as you first thought. This type of revision may seem less cumbersome than the revision 
often done at the end of writing. Taking on the revision in small chunks seems easier, and many 
students find this works well for them.

Using a Think-Aloud to Model Correct Punctuation

Write for the class and talk about the punctuation. What ending punctuation are you using and why? 
Are you using commas? Why? Are you writing about a conversation? Why? Are you using quotation 
marks for the dialogue? Why? Share with them how you think as you write and how you remember 
to use quotation marks each time a person talks. 

Using a Think-Aloud to Model What to Do about Spelling

Students at every grade level need to be reminded about spelling. Writers spell the best they can 
when drafting—except for word wall words or words in their personal dictionaries, if they have them. 
The real dictionary is used during editing, not while writing the first draft!
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Mrs. Arens
8/29/02

Mini-Lesson Focus: Procedures for Writer’s Workshop (Procedures)

Beginning the year with procedures in place will help your Writing Block run smoothly. Procedures will 
need to be determined by the teacher and then modeled for the class. In the following lessons, certain 
procedures are modeled because of their importance in supporting your students and in helping you 
organize the Writing time. Do some thinking about how and where you will want students to keep 
their writing. Will it be collected and distributed each day? Providing a predictable structure supports 
all students when writing each day. Some say this is their longest mini-lesson of the year!

Folders or Notebooks

Some teachers prefer to have students write on paper and keep those papers in a folder. Students 
often need two folders, one a “permanent” folder and one a “works-in-progress” folder. In the upper 
grades, two folders works quite well as students go back and forth between self-selected topics and 
focused pieces. Sometimes the two folders represent the two types of writing that the students are 
asked to do and are labeled: Self-Selected Topics and Focused Writing. When a teacher chooses a 
notebook (bound or loose-leaf), it often has to be divided into two sections so a student does not have 
to hunt through the notebook to find self-selected topics after completing a focused piece. Whatever 
the teacher chooses, she must explain how she will use the folders or notebooks and why.

Name and Date on Papers

Each time you write during a mini-lesson, be sure to use the procedure you have developed for your 
students. Because you will be collecting writing throughout the year, the date helps keep the writing 
in order. Dating daily work is critically important. For a piece that is worked on for multiple days, you 
may want a procedure for dating that piece each time it is worked on. This helps you see how much 
time is devoted to each piece. As always, names are important, just in case a piece of writing slips 
out of the writing folder and lands on the floor! There is no right or wrong way or place to have the 
name and date recorded; just decide and keep it consistent.

The teacher says:

“Each day as you begin to write, it will be very 
important that you make sure your name and the 
date are on your papers. Just as I am having you 
do in all other subject areas, I want your name 
to appear on the upper right-hand corner of your 
paper. The date will be written right under your name, using numbers. Look at the overhead where 
I have begun writing. I have modeled writing my name and date, just the way I expect you to write 
yours.

“If you come back to this piece of writing more than once, you’ll need to date it each time. I would 
like for those dates to be in the left-hand margin, written in numbers again. It will help you know what 
you worked on each day, and I’ll know how many days you spent with each piece of writing. At the 
end of the year, you’ll enjoy looking back at your work, and having a date on each piece will help us 
keep it in order.”

Writing on Every Other Line

Consider this a non-negotiable item! Everyone writes on every other line, no questions asked. This 
rule is for drafting only. If you have ever tried to help a student edit or revise on a paper with every bit 
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of available space filled, you know the stress it can cause. So, insist that your students write on every 
other line. They will need daily reminders for a good part of the year. Just like all other procedures, 
introduce this in a mini-lesson.

The teacher says:

“When you are writing this year, it will be very important for you to write on every other line on your 
paper. Sometimes you will forget, and it won’t be necessary to erase what you’ve written. But, as 
soon as you remember, begin writing on every other line. It is so much easier to go back to what 
you’ve written and make changes if you leave space.

“One way I remind myself is to take my pencil and just put a dot on every other line. Then, I can write 
on the lines without dots. It is fine with me if any of you would like to remind yourself that way. It is 
a procedure I will ask you to use all year long.”

Using Cursive or Manuscript

You’ll be the one to decide whether your students can write using manuscript or whether they must 
practice cursive during this time. Children should not have to wonder and worry; they should know 
what you expect and why. Remember that the purpose of the writing time is to learn how to get ideas 
on paper. Revision and editing time is when to make it better and worry about spelling, grammar, etc. 
Many teachers let students do what is most comfortable and legible (you will have to be able to read 
it!) when drafting and then demand that the final copy is either in their best handwriting or typed.

Margins

If your students are using notebook paper or notebooks, then you need to explain about margins and 
your expectations—margins on one side or two? If you are passing out plain paper or if students are 
printing pages, what kind of margins do you expect? Using margins may be new to some students, 
so be sure to let them know what to do and why.

Keeping EVERYTHING

Because writing every day shows the growth of the writer, ask your students to keep everything they 
write. You will need to determine how often you will collect drafts that have not been published and 
possibly store them outside of the writing folder for the student. However, you want students to keep 
everything. All of the drafts and pages students revise and edit need to be connected to the actual 
published pieces. Each page shows a step in the process. The writing folders or notebooks will get 
clogged if the students are left to handle all papers from the beginning of the year to the end. For 
that reason, you may want to establish days (once a quarter? once every mid-quarter?) when you 
will gather any papers your students want to relinquish. Then, you will need to decide how to store 
those papers, so that at the end of the year, all pieces are returned to the students. Many students 
then prepare a portfolio of their writing for the year.

You may also have requests from parents to view some of this writing. The writing folders are not 
sent home for obvious reasons. You will decide whether you will send original published pieces for 
viewing and keep photocopies or just the opposite. 
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Mini-Lesson Focus: Creating a Writing Handbook (Procedures)

For older students, it is certainly acceptable to expect them to be a bit more responsible for their own 
learning during mini-lessons. The time you spend on mini-lessons is invaluable—it is your instruction. 
Students in fourth grade and beyond can be expected to take notes, create examples, and refer to 
the examples later on. Ask each student to bring a spiral notebook or a composition notebook to 
each mini-lesson. Nancie Atwell (1998) and Linda Rief (1992) both suggest this way of creating a 
handbook for referencing. Your job will be to think through what should be written each day.

The teacher says:

“Each of you has brought a notebook in as one of your supplies. That notebook will be used each 
day during our writing mini-lesson. I’ve asked each of you to bring your notebook to our mini-lesson 
today. On the top of the very first page, I want you to write the title: Table of Contents. You are going 
to be leaving the first three pages of your notebook blank for now. As you begin to take notes and 
create some examples, we will go back to these three blank pages and write in our Table of Contents. 
This notebook will be a tool for you. You will need to spend time making it a tool you can use.

“Go ahead and skip those three pages. At the bottom right hand corner of the fourth page, write 
the number one. You will be numbering the pages in your handbook just like a book. This way you 
can refer back to things easily. These notebooks will also help us if someone is absent. I can ask a 
student to meet with the person who was absent and share the notes from the day or days he 
was gone.

“Many times when I am conferencing with you, I will ask you to bring your notebook along. It will 
only be helpful if you have it with you and use it whenever you need to. These notebooks stay in our 
classroom. The only writing you will do in them will be during mini-lesson time, and they are going 
to be important tools, so I don’t want you to take them home.

“These are not notebooks for your actual pieces of writing. You will be using your folders (or whatever 
you have chosen to use) for that. These notebooks are only for mini-lesson time. Please, make sure 
yours is labeled clearly, you have Table of Contents at the top of the first page, and you’ve numbered 
the first ten pages we’ll use to take notes.”

Procedures mini-lessons don’t take long, but they are critical to making the routines in your Writing 
Block run smoothly. As you develop and plan mini-lessons, decide what a student would write down 
when you are finished. If you and the class make a list of criteria together, it is easy to have them 
copy down the list. However, if your lesson is a time when they watch you write something, make 
sure at the end of the lesson you indicate if nothing should be written or give them a one- or two-
sentence summary of what they were learning. There are also times when you may want to type a 
list of things or give the students a paper you’ve copied to trim and glue or tape into their notebooks. 
Your decisions about what will be included should also help them in the process of making these 
useful.
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Mini-Lesson Focus: Author’s Chair (Procedures)

Early in the year, sharing in the upper grades may be very informal. You might call the children to-
gether after they write and let several of your students tell you what they are writing about. Students 
will soon realize that each day “the teacher does a mini-lesson then I write.” When you think your 
students are ready, you can begin your formal sharing or Author’s Chair. In Author’s Chair, students 
share one piece of writing, and then ask the other students to make comments (“Say something 
nice” is a rule!) and ask questions. Most teachers designate 1/5 of the class to share each day. Many 
teachers use a special chair (rocking chair, big stuffed chair, decorated plastic chair, etc.) for this—or 
even a stool will do! You can introduce Author’s Chair to your students in a mini-lesson; you can 
write about Writer’s Workshop—what you will do each day and why.

The teacher talks about the class’s daily writing time as she writes:

“Today, I am going to write about what we do every day during Writer’s Workshop. Every day, I talk 
and I write; we call this our mini-lesson. During the mini-lesson, I talk about writing and how writers 
write, and what they think about and do. I talk about something you need to learn to become better 
writers. I write something so you can see what I want you to do as you write.

“Every day, we talk about writing, and I write for you. We call this our mini-lesson. A mini-lesson 
focuses on something we need to learn to become better writers.

“After I write, it is your turn to write. You return to your seats, get your writing folders (or notebooks) 
and begin to write. What do I do while you are writing? Yes, I will walk around the room (or call you 
to my desk or a special table) and conference with some of you. We talk about what you are writing 
about.

“As you write, I conference with some students each day. We talk about what you have written and 
what you plan to do next. I tell you what I like about your writing. Sometimes we talk about ways to 
improve your writing.

“Usually we end our writing time by sharing our writing. Starting today, we will use this chair (shows 
the Author’s Chair). Everyone will be assigned a certain day each week to share. I have made a 
class schedule for sharing.” (The schedule has days one through five and 1/5 of the students’ names 
are written after each day.) “On your day, you sit in our Author’s Chair and read something you have 
written since your last sharing turn. The writing could be a work in progress, something you have 
finished, or something you have published and want to share.

“We will start Author’s Chair today, so if your name is after day one (reads the names), look through 
your folders (or notebooks), find a piece you want to read, and get ready to share. Today, I will con-
ference with those who will share today. You can read your piece to me, and we will talk about it and 
get ready for Author’s Chair.”

After the students have written and the teacher has spent two to three minutes with each child who 
will share today, it is time for the first Author’s Chair. 

It is also time for the teacher to model some “nice” comments (“I liked your story about hiking in the 
mountains. It sounds like a beautiful place.”). 

Then, she asks the first question (“How did you find out about this hiking trail?”).




