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Figure 5
Graphic organizer for “Volcanoes”

the “what to do” but rather the “how to
do it”—which is teaching at its finest.

Fisher is a reading specialist at Cold
Spring Elementary School in Willow
Grove, Pennsylvania, USA. She may be
contacted at 1231 Dundee Drive,
Dresher, PA 19025, USA.
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The nuts and bolts of
teaching first-grade writing
through a journal workshop

Lyn Wagner
Jennifer Grogan Nott
Ann T. Agnew

Dear Aunt Jenny,

I've just signed my first contract to teach! I'll be
working with first graders. 'm excited, but also
scared. At college, | had practicum experiences
at several grade levels, but | student taught in
fourth grade. | know | want to use process writ-
ing, but I'm not sure how to do that at first-
grade level.

| know you have used process writing in
your first-grade classroom for several years. |
hope you'll share some words of wisdom with
an eager but unsure beginner.

Love, Amy

Dear Amy,

I'm so pleased that you are about to launch your
teaching career. You are just the kind of inquir-
ing person our profession needs! Indeed, first
graders can participate in a process writing
program. Perhaps the most useful way for me
to explain how | implement process writing is to
describe in detail how | conduct a daily writing
workshop as my first graders participate in my
journal writing program. Under separate cover,
I'am sending you a “nuts and bolts” description
of my journal writing workshop. I'm excited to
see what you will do with it!

Love, Aunt Jenny

| This article is the result of a col-
“ ]Jaboration of three experienced
teachers. We came together as teachers
and students in graduate courses in the
pursuit of improved teaching. We
chose to write this article in the voice of
one teacher for clarity. The journal-
writing workshop described was suc-
cessfully implemented in a first-grade
classroom, in which the children be-
came an enthusiastic and effective
community of writers.

The timeframe for the daily journal-
writing workshop appears in Figure 1.
The structure of the workshop is based
on the work of Donald Graves (1983)
and Lucy Calkins (1986).



Figure 1

Daily schedule for first-grade journal-writing workshop

What the teacher does

What the children do

Typical time

allotted Activity
5-15 Minilesson
minutes

| give direct instruction about work-
shop procedures, writing strategies
and skills, and writer’s craft (see Figure
2 for a categorized list of specific mini-
lesson topics). | sometimes use my
own writing to demonstrate specific
points.

Children interact with me during di-
rect instruction, modeling, discus-
sion, and practice of the specific
element that | present.

Individual rehearsal
for writing

10 minutes

Sharing of writing
by one fifth of the
students.

5-15 minutes

I model rehearsal by drawing about my
own selected topic for a minute or two,
then | circulate among the children. |
ask questions or make comments to
help children extend or clarify their
drawings and their thinking as they
plan their writing.

I invite one fifth of the children to share
their writing each day, according to my
predetermined schedule. About once
a week, | also share a piece of my writ-
ing. | often model how to make specif-
ic positive comments about a child’s
writing, how to ask questions to clarify
or extend the child’s ideas, and how
to make specific suggestions. | make
brief notes about each child’s writing
to use later during teacher-child writing
conferences.

Each child draws an illustration
about the new or ongoing topic he
or she has selected to write about.
Children may talk with peers or with
me about their topics or drawings.

ot dren wr te abeut the:r new or
oing topics. Some children
ay do some revision of previous
iting. They may. talk to one anoth-
- erabgut thetr writing, as needed.

Children who are scheduled to
share that day bring what they want
to share. All class members listen to
each child read his or her writing,
then the class members offer posi-
tive comments, ask questions, and
make specific suggestions to the
author.

(Note: The sharing time is followed by individual teacher conferences with the children who
after the class has settled into independent activities related to thematic study.)

Minilessons

My journal-writing workshop pro-
gram begins with a minilesson each
day. Most of my direct writing instruc-
tion takes place during these brief ses-
sions, which may last up to 15 minutes.
Broadly speaking, my minilessons fall
into the three categories suggested by

Au, Carroll, and Scheu (1997): proce-
dural, strategies and skills, and writer’s
craft. A list of my minilessons in each
category appears in Figure 2. Early in
the school year, procedural minilessons
predominate as I explain and demon-
strate behaviors for participating in
writing and sharing time.

Strategies and skills make up the
largest category of minilessons. These

shared their writing. These conferences begin

sessions focus on writing conventions
(syntax, inflections, capitalization,
punctuation, and spelling). Many op-
portunities for connecting reading de-
coding skills with writing occur during
these sessions. Early on, I encourage
children to practice their phonemic
segmentation skills as they pronounce
words slowly to hear the phonemes in
the words and to associate them with
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Figure 2
Minilesson topics

Procedural

Strategies and skills

Writer's craft

¢ how to sit in a group

¢ listening rules: hands still; feet still;
eyes on speaker

e taking turns

® how to read the share chart

* skipping lines on your paper

¢ drawing the picture before writing

® writing about your picture

* using one-finger spaces between
words

¢ looking around the room to find the
word you need

® using a soft voice when the music is
playing

® how to hold your paper to share
your picture

* how to speak clearly for the
audience

® how to praise a writer's work

® how to ask good questions

* how to make suggestions to a writer

* writing complete sentences

® writing sentences that ask a
question

e capitalization: the word /; beginning
of a sentence; people’s names;
places; months of the year; days of
the week

¢ using end punctuation: period;
question mark; exclamation point

® using commas in a series

* using quotation marks, apostrophes,
and contractions

® using possessive nouns

¢ plurals: adding sor es

® adding ing

* doubling the final consonant when
adding ing

* adding ed for past tense

® pronoun usage: I/me; he/ him;
she/her; we/us; they/them

* verb usage: is/are; was/ were;
seefsaw; go/went

¢ spelling high-frequency words
correctly

e “stretching” a word to hear the
sounds

¢ spelling and phonics:
initial and final consonants
digraphs: ch, sh, th, wh
r-blends: br, cr, dr, fr, gr, pr, tr
Folends: bl, cl, fl, pl, sl
short vowels
long vowels: silent e; a: ai, ay; e:
ee, ea; I y; 0. oa, oW, U. ew
r-controlled vowels: ar, er, ir, or, ur
vowel variants: ow/ou; aw/au; oi/oy,
oo/ou

® brainstorming ideas for writing

* making a personal topics list

¢ choosing a topic

¢ illustrations: taking a “snapshot” of
an event; drawing all the details of
your “snapshot”; showing some
action; putting people in the draw-
ing; when drawing animals pretend
you are using clay; when drawing
people make them “real,” not stick
figures; drawing a person’s eyes at
the center of the oval, not higher;
drawing people with bent elbows
and knees to show action; using
overlapping to show placement of
objects

* writing a topic sentence

¢ writing support sentences

* maintaining focus

* using time sequence to organize

® using a caret to add information to
a sentence

* “lassoing” a sentence and moving
its location

* using a wavy line to delete information

¢ proofreading for one purpose at a
time

letters. Using spelling inventions for
words children can pronounce gives
them a strategy to use to represent any
word they wish to include in their
writing.

The third category of minilessons,
writer’s craft, deals with aspects that
contribute to the effectiveness of a piece
of writing. These elements include
focus—staying on topic and excluding
unrelated information; organization of
ideas; and support—the inclusion of de-
tails or other means of elaboration.
Even beginning writers can make deci-
sions that affect the clarity and power of
their message when they are aware of
these elements.
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I also include minilessons on illus-
tration in this group as a means of re-
hearsal for writing as well as for its
contribution to the final product.
Drawing people engaged in action and
showing details in the environment
helps children elaborate in their writing.

When to teach a given minilesson de-
pends upon what I observe the children
doing as they write. If I believe several
children could profit from a given mini-
lesson, it is time to teach it to the class. I
repeat the content of most minilessons
several times throughout the year, so if
a child does not pick up on what is
taught initially, there will be other op-
portunities to learn. Further, children

October 2001

learn a great deal from one another. I
frequently observe children using writ-
ing terminology and applying strategies
that I previously introduced in mini-
lessons as they talk with one another
about their writing. For example, I
heard the following exchange between
VaShawn and Sam (all students’ names
are pseudonyms):

VaShawn: How do you spell Mikey [friend’s
name]?

Say it slow so you can hear in the
middle. Stretch it out.

VaShawn:  /m/—/i/—/k/—f&/

Sam: Now you hear all the sounds. Now
you can write it.

Sam:



VaShawn: Good, so | can tell about Mikey;
you know, details.

After the day’s minilesson, I invite
volunteers to share what they will draw
and write about in their journals.
Several children usually are eager to
contribute. I add these new ideas to the
class topics chart, which displays a cu-
mulative record of possible writing top-
ics. Listening to the sharing of ideas and
consulting the charts are especially
helpful to students who experience dif-
ficulty selecting a topic.

lllustration for rehearsal

Even though most of the children at
this point have identified new topics
they probably will write about, or have
decided to continue writing pieces be-
gun previously, I have found that they
are not yet ready to “dive in” and write.
They need to explore their ideas further,
to get a feel for where they may go with
their topics. Talking about their topics
with peers provides good rehearsal, but
children can easily get off task.

In my experience, one effective way
to provide meaningful rehearsal before
writing is to have a 10-minute illustra-
tion time before the real writing period
begins. I use a kitchen timer set for 10
minutes, and the children know that
they should be ready to begin their writ-
ing by the time the bell rings. They may
start writing sooner if they are ready.
The children often talk about their
drawings while they draw, sometimes
with peers, or to themselves. In either
case, it is productive because many
times the talk leads to inclusion of de-
tails in their drawings about which they
will later write. All of the children use
a special type of paper for their journal
entries: The upper half of the sheet has a
large block of space for an illustration.
Each child’s drawings and writing are
eventually collected in individual deco-
rated journal folders.

Time to write

When the timer bell sounds, the chil-
dren begin to write their entries on the
lines provided below the spaces where
they drew their illustrations. As the chil-
dren settle into their composing, I turn
on a CD of classical background music.
Then I circulate among the children to

Figure 3
Conference notes for Mary

Date

Instruction given
during the conference

8/25
(period)

9/2
9/9

using end punctuation

(Note: I record the topic
of the direct instruction
that | give based on a
particular element in
the child’s writing.)

spelling and

beginning sentence
with capital letter

answer questions and to provide addi-
tional support to children who find writ-
ing difficult. All children are expected
to write during this time, but I also al-
low quiet on-task talk between class
members as needed. This helps to de-
velop the notion that the class is a com-
munity of writers.

At the beginning of the year, the time
for writing may be about 15 minutes.
Later, as the children develop their writ-
ing fluency, the time may extend to 45
minutes. Students also reread and adjust
their writing more as the year progresses
and as minilessons about revising and
editing are taught and applied. The
workshop structure becomes more flex-
ible as children become more proficient
writers. Some children may extend
work on one piece over several days;
others may write multiple pieces in a
single day.

Sharing

Sharing follows the writing time.
About one fifth of the class shares a
piece each day. That enables me to con-
fer one-on-one with each child each
week. During sharing time, the entire
class gathers to listen as each child
scheduled to share that day reads his or
her journal entry aloud. After each child

reads, the group gives positive com-
ments, asks questions, and makes sug-
gestions for improving the journal
entry. As this is occurring, I make brief
notes about anything I hear that I want
to cover in the conference with the child
that will follow.

After all the children scheduled to
share have done so, the children return
to their tables for independent work that
was introduced earlier in the day. These
independent activities are related to the
current thematic study. After the class
settles into this work, I begin the indi-
vidual conferences.

Conferences

Each conference lasts no more than
5 minutes. The child orally rereads the
journal entry that was just shared with
the class. We consider the questions and
suggestions given by the class, and the
child decides whether to make any
changes. If the child wants to revise, the
changes are made during the confer-
ence. For example, in a conference with
Mary, she began by orally rereading the
entry she had read to the group.

Mary: This is me and my friends and we
are playing house.

Me: Remember the questions the class
asked about your friends’ names,
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Figure 4
Samples of Mary’s writing

AN G 5 MY bogcr AND Ce H(h)ép
£riends . : e -
eSS AND CTe 6 TWNF _T0 T¢
AR&\\ lA‘!'S “e Wﬂm H‘yj; Pegpies she . Xrygina Reacro
DU 10 WORC.
them- wal i
October

Q
. Weler
LEXS Tefe. [, Re, Tihe LJOthe
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(. LS° st Mb! (JOtRelr 40 O
. 't
LT NLSS. Al LIOthar d,o&
LX) . e
[ QAVd, [ R J00PfeSed, Fe, €U v
J ( €otd2iin a-t p (
(Lo OF The PESIe, MG.JOX (&5 Y
alb . AR el P
He UQChS frl WOthe! 4 O\(jl L. [ [
X . . ' ’
YR Aol WEX, Uib—h kM,
February April
whether dolls were used, and Me: Where do you want to put their As you can see, I use the conference
where you were playing? Do you names? to give direct instruction about one spe-
want to answer any of those ques- Mary:  Atthe end. I'll write, “My friends ~ cific item in the child’s writing. In the

tions in your entry?

Mary: I think I'll tell who | was playing

with.

are Marissa and Kim.”

Me: What kind of letter should you use
when you start your new sentence?

124  The Reading Teacher Vol. 55, No.2  October 2001

case of Mary, I called attention to the
use of a capital for the first letter of the
word at the beginning of a sentence



because this was something she had not
regularly incorporated into her writing.
I keep a record of what was covered
during the conference in a three-ring
binder that has a separate page for each
child (see Figure 3).

The journal entry that has been
through this process is then placed in
an assessment portfolio that contains
that child’s completed work. This port-
folio provides an ongoing record of the
child’s growth as a writer. If the piece
will be published, it will be recopied
with the revisions incorporated into the
final draft. Journal entries that do not go
through this sharing and conference
process are kept in the child’s separate
journal folder. These pieces are sent
home periodically.

Assessment

I use the assessment portfolios to
evaluate the children’s progress and to
share with parents. The weekly writing
samples give tangible, and often dra-
matic, evidence of what the children
can actually do. They also document
each child’s growing control of writing
mechanics and craft over time. For ex-
ample, in writing samples from Mary’s
assessment portfolio (see Figure 4), I
see growth over time in several areas:

* The February and April samples
show increasing development of topic
as Mary learned to add detail by antici-
pating questions classmates might ask.

* Invented spellings developed from
mainly phonetic-based in August to
transitional representations in April.

* The February and April samples
show growing understanding of the use
of capital letters to start sentences,
lowercase letters in the rest of the
words, and periods to end sentences.

Another way I use these portfolios is
to decide on the direct instruction I'll
provide in conferences and in group
minilessons. After school on the day be-
fore the weekly journal sharing for each
child, I review the samples in the child’s
portfolio, especially the ones from the
last few weeks. I look for evidence of
skills the child has mastered, for ele-
ments that the child appears to be de-
veloping, and for areas that seem to be
beyond the child’s current reach.
During the conference, I focus on an
area that appears to be within the child’s

reach with my assistance (Wagner &
Brock, 1996). This is a new or extended
skill or element for which the child has
demonstrated the necessary prior
knowledge in his or her writing, such
as Mary’s growing understanding of
when to use capital letters.

Other writing opportunities

A thematic study time block follow-
ing the journal-writing workshop offers
additional writing activities. All subject
areas are integrated into the thematic
block, which is gradually expanded to
about 2 hours. Themes usually last
about 3 weeks. This time block eventu-
ally offers a number of opportunities for
additional reading and writing. Students
learn to respond in their literature logs
to the books I read aloud as part of the
thematic study. They also write in their
learning logs about the concepts studied
and activities completed.

Benefits of a journal workshop

For both beginning and experienced
teachers, I believe a journal-writing
workshop has several advantages:

« It provides a predictable daily struc-
ture for both the teacher and the
children.

¢ The daily minilessons ensure time
for direct instruction on specific reading
and writing skills within a context that
is meaningful to children.

*» The special attention given to re-
hearsal for writing by means of oral
sharing and illustrating reduces the
amount of time some children may
spend staring at blank pages.

* The time provided for writing
grows as the children’s ability to write
develops.

* Children have time to apply what
has been taught in minilessons to their
own writing.

* Regularly scheduled sharing helps
children write with a specific audience
in mind and reinforces the sense of a
community of writers.

* The conference component, which
ensures individualized instruction, is
not overwhelming, because meeting
with each child on a one-to-one basis is
spread over a week’s time.

* Record keeping is not excessively
burdensome because it is systematic

and is accomplished during the daily
workshop routine. It is not an added
task to be done later.

Dear Amy,

By now | hope you've read the “nuts and bolts”
description that | sent you about my journal-
writing workshop. The procedures are manage-
able. Further, they connect to research about
the writing process, how children grow as writ-
ers, best practice, and developmentally appro-
priate instruction. | hope that you will be able to
connect theory to practice by implementing
your version of a journal-writing workshop in
your own first-grade classroom.

Love, Aunt Jenny

Wagner teaches reading at Metropolitan
State College of Denver (Teacher Edu-
cation Department, Reading Program,
Campus Box 17, PO Box 173362,
Denver, CO 80217-3362, USA). Nott
teaches second grade at Beulah
Elementary School in Pensacola,
Florida, USA. Agnew teaches reading at
the University of West Florida in
Pensacola.
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Linking literacy and moral
education in the primary
classroom

Vickie E. Lake

How can teachers create discus-

sions through their literacy cur-
ricula that will develop children’s
understandings of moral elements—
responsibility, friendship, fairness,
empathy, or hope? In what ways can
teachers combine language and literacy

125

Teaching Ideas



	Article Contents
	p. 120
	p. 121
	p. 122
	p. 123
	p. 124
	p. 125

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Reading Teacher, Vol. 55, No. 2 (Oct., 2001)
	Front Matter
	Collaborative Literacy: Lessons Learned from Literature [pp. 102-111]
	Teaching Ideas
	Interactive Calendar [pp. 114-116]
	Implementing Graphic Organizer Notebooks: The Art and Science of Teaching Content [pp. 116-120]
	The Nuts and Bolts of Teaching First-Grade Writing through a Journal Workshop [pp. 120-125]
	Linking Literacy and Moral Education in the Primary Classroom [pp. 125-129]

	The Utility of Phonic Generalizations: Let's Take Another Look at Clymer's Conclusions [pp. 132-143]
	Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement
	Who Are You Teaching? Coordinating Instructional Networks around the Students and Parents You Serve [pp. 146-150]

	Creating Well-Rounded Curricula with "Flat Stanley": A School-University Project [pp. 154-168]
	Twenty-Five Web Sites for the Language Arts Teacher [p. 170-170]
	Children's Choices for 2001 [pp. 173-187]
	The Use of Miscue Analysis with Deaf Readers [pp. 190-200]
	Feel the Breeze [p. 202-202]
	Children's Books: Interacting with the Curriculum [pp. 204-209, 211-213]
	Literature Strategy [p. 210-210]
	Back Matter



