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1. Instruction to Improve Student Writing and 
Written Language Skills 
 

2. Examples of K-1 and G. 2-8 Writing Rubrics 
 

3. Writing Conferences with Students 



Provide Instruction To Improve Student Writing 
 
Provide teacher modeling with “Think Aloud” 

– Short “public writing” sessions 
– Have a specific teaching point in mind each time you model 
– Demonstrate what you want students to do 
– Teaching point comes from problems many students are having in their draft writing 

 
Teach mini-lessons – An explicit lesson on a specific skills 

• Direct instruction of a writing technique or skill 
• Short and specific:  5-10 minutes 
• Draw ideas for mini-lessons from… 

– the writing curriculum – what students need to know and be able to do at this grade 
– expectations for “good writing” at this grade level 
– common problems observed in students’ drafts 

 
Using Prewriting Strategies is Important 

• Students who do pre-writes are better writers and received higher writing scores on NAEP 
• A writing plan is useful to… 

– organize ideas before starting 
– check when stuck about where to go next 
– guide revision 

• Various strategies:  lists, maps, outlines 
 
Do multiple revisions of some pieces 

• Some pieces can remain as draft writing…some get one revision…some are revised multiple 
times and then “published” (e.g., displayed in classroom, added to a class book) 

• Establish clear expectations for student writing 
– Review examples of high quality writing with students 

• Provide students practice  evaluating writing 
– Use rubrics analytically 
– Provide specific rather than general feedback 

• Provide instruction to support writing improvement 
– Teacher modeling 
– Teacher mini-lessons 

• Conference about student writing 
– Use an Analytic Rubric traits to find the conference 

• Separate revision from editing 
– Focus on ideas/content before conventions 

• Make revisions as painless as possible 
– Examples: “Cut and Tape” revisions, use of colored pens and highlighters 
– Use computer word processing as the 2nd revision to prepare for publishing 

 
From:  Dahl, Karin, and Farnan, Nancy (1996).  Children’s writing: Perspectives from research.  Literacy Studies Series from 
International Reading Association, Newark, DE, and National Reading Conference, Chicago, IL 



Blackburn-Cramp Development Writing Rubric aligned with Domains/Traits of Writing 
 

Level Ideas & Content Development Organization, Sentences & Word Choice Use of Conventions 

Level 1 
Non-letter Markings 

• Draws picture but cannot verbalize about it 
• Draws picture & can talk about it 
• Draws picture in response to a prompt & can 

talk about it 

• Uncontrolled scribbling 
• Attempts to write in scribbles or draw patterns 

 

Level 2 
Mock letters/random letters 

 • Pretends to write 
• Writes mock letters 
• Writes alphabet & mock letters around the page 
• Alphabet & mock letters in a line across the 

page 

 

Level 3 
Recognizable letters 

• Dictates to another person & then copies 
what was dictated 

• Copies words he/she sees around the room 
• Letters don’t match sounds 

Writes letter strings  

Level 4 
Stable message 

• Dictates one or more sentences & copies it 
• Dictates one or more sentences, copies it, & 

can read it back 
• Writes letter to convey message & can read 

it back 
• Dictates 1(+) sentences, copies & reads it 

back & can remember it the next day 

Writes letters in word grouping & can read it back  

Level 5 
Sound-symbol association 

Early conventions 
End of Kindergarten Goal 

• Writes familiar words 
• Uses labels for his/her pictures 
• Uses initial consonants to represent words 
• Uses familiar words & invented spelling to 

convey short, simple message 

 • Uses familiar words & invented spelling 
to convey message 

• Begins to use spaces between words 

Level 6 
Sentences & 

invented spelling 

Writes a single, factual, understandable sentence 
independently 

Writes 2-3 sentences using a simple pattern of 3-4 
words, e.g., “I love...” 

Uses invented spelling & some conventional 
spelling 

Level 7 
Sentences & 

invented/conventional spelling 

Writes some sentences related to topic & some 
not related to topic 

• Writes sentences of more than 4 words 
following a pattern 

• Writes short, simple sentences that are not in a 
pattern form 

• Uses both phonetic & sight strategies to 
spell word 

• Begins to use capitalization & simple 
punctuation (often random) 

Level 8 
Sentences focus on topic; 

more conventional spelling 
End of Grade 1 Goal 

• Writes sentences with random ideas related 
to a prompt 

• May include more than one focus in a single 
story or writing sample 

• May omit key details 
 

• At least two thoughts follow one another in 
logical sequence 

• Writes the start of a story 
• Writes beginning, middle, end; ending may be 

brief & abrupt 
• May value length over clarity 

• Begins to use more conventional spelling 
• Mistakes in grammar, mechanics & usage 

may detract from clarity & meaning 

From:  action research involving U. Of PA, PA Department of Education, Philadelphia Public Schools and Cramp Elementary School, Philadelphia 
Adapted by Linda W. Thompson (1999) 

 



Example of a 6-Point Writing Rubric 
 

Ideas & Development  Organization  Language Use  Writing Mechanics  
• Fully accomplishes task or 

purpose  
• Includes thorough, relevant 

and complete thoughts  

• Organizes ideas logically  
• Beginning, middle and end  
• Smooth transitions  

• Uses detailed, precise 
vocabulary & vivid details  

• Is fluent and easy to read  
• Shows strong sentence of 

audience  Language Conventions are typically scored 
on a 4-point scale 

• Fully accomplishes task or 
purpose  

• Includes many relevant 
thoughts  

• Organizes ideas logically  
• Beginning, middle and end  
• Transitions support idea 

flow  

• Uses detailed vocabulary & 
interesting  description  

• Is fluent and easy to read  
• Shows a sense of audience  

• Accomplishes task or 
purpose  

• Includes relevant thoughts  
• Organizes ideas logically  
• Beginning, middle and end  
• Some transitions  

• Uses interesting vocabulary  
• Is readable and flows easily  
• Shows some sense of audience  

Any errors have minimal impact flow of ideas.   
• Few or no errors in capitalization, 

punctuation, grade-appropriate spelling or 
subject-verb agreement.  

• Few, if any, incomplete or run-on sentences.  
• Minimally accomplishes 

task or purpose  
• Includes some relevant 

thoughts  

• Attempts to organize ideas 
logically  

• Beginning and middle, but 
weak ending  

• Uses ordinary vocabulary  
• Is mostly readable but may be 

choppy in sections  
• Shows little sense of audience  

Occasional errors that do not seriously interfere 
with text meaning.  

• Most sentences, capitalization, punctuation, 
grade-appropriate spelling and subject-verb 
agreement are correct.  

• Partially accomplishes task 
or purpose  

• Includes few relevant 
thoughts  

• Minimal attempt to 
organize ideas logically  

• Does not exhibit basic 
beginning, middle and end  

• Uses simple, ordinary 
vocabulary  

• Is hard to read with a number 
of gaps  

• Shows little sense of audience  

Frequent errors, some of which interfere with 
reading the text.  

• Some incorrect capitalization, punctuation, 
grade-appropriate spelling or subject-verb 
agreement  

• May have run-on sentence or fragments  
• Fails to accomplish task or 

purpose  
• Includes very few relevant 

thoughts  

• Organizes ideas illogically  
• Text is hard to follow  

• Uses basic or uninteresting 
vocabulary  

• Is hard to read with frequent 
incorrect sentence structures  

• Shows little or no sense of 
audience  

Serious, numerous errors causing reader to 
struggle with reading the text.  

• Many errors in basic capitalization, 
punctuation, grade-appropriate spelling or 
subject-verb agreement  

• Run-on sentences and fragments are 
common.  

 



Conferencing With Elementary-Middle School Writers 
 
 

• Focus on one (maximum of two) aspects of the student’s writing in a single conference. 
 
 

• General rule: Deal with revision and editing in two separate conference.  Hold the 
revision conference (dealing with the communication of ideas) before the editing 
conference (dealing with writing mechanics). 

 
 

• Know that each piece of student writing has multiple conferences in it ==> Suggestion: 
use Process Writing criteria in the following priority or sequence. 

o Ideas and Content: Does the piece have focus...well-developed 
content...adequate details? 

o Organization: Does the piece have a logical sequence...appropriate 
paragraphing? 

o Style: Did the writer use interesting vocabulary...sentence variety...a sense of 
audience? 

 
 

• Ask open-ended questions during a conference   
o Leave ownership with the author – don’t tell what changes to make 
o Use the “Sandwich approach”: 

 Tell something you like about this piece 
 Ask an open-ended question or “I statement” from a reader’s perspective 

(see suggested questions on the next page) 
 Close with the question:  What are you going to do when you go back to 

your desk? 
 
 

• Deal with editing after dealing with content 
o HINT: separate revising and editing 

 circle 5 (student circles 5 words where spelling help is needed) 
 colored pen (student marks intended changes using editor’s marks) 
 highlighters (student highlights areas being revised, e.g., sections to move 

or re-organize) 
 editing checklist (specific to each grade level) 



Questions to Help Guide Writing Conferences 
 

Ideas Organization 
• What is the most important thing you are 

saying in this piece? 
• Why did you choose this topic?  What is 

important about it to you? 
• Which is the most important part of this piece?  

Why? 
• Explain how your title fits the story. 
• What are the three most important ideas you 

want the readers to know about this topic? 

• Is there anything that doesn’t seem to fit into 
this piece? 

• Tell me more about….. 
• How is the ending tied back to the beginning 

in this piece? 
• Draw a line between the beginning part, the 

middle part and the ending part of your story.  
Is each part complete? 

• What will the reader need to know first?  
Next?  Last?   

Word Choice Voice 
• Read me the places where you are pleased 

with your description.  What makes these 
sections better than others? 

• I was confused where…. Can you help me get a 
clearer picture here? 

• This part isn’t clear to me.  How else can you 
explain this so I will understand? 

• Circle the “ordinary” adjectives/nouns that you 
used.  What words could you add to make 
this section more interesting/exciting/precise? 

• Circle the words that you think are powerful 
(or exciting or engaging).  Where else can you 
add some powerful, exciting, engaging words 
in this piece? 

• Why is this topic important to you?  Which 
sentences communicate that to your reader? 

• How do you feel about this topic?  Which 
sentences show these feelings? 

• What do you want your reader to know or feel 
at the end of this piece?  Show me how you 
communicated that. 

• Who is your audience for this piece?  Show 
me the sentences that reflect your 
feelings/opinions to this audience. 

Sentence Fluency Writing Mechanics 
• Underline every time you see (I…, or “and 

then…” or any other pattern or repetitive 
wording).  If you leave just one place 
underlined, how will you change the others? 

• When you read this piece aloud, which parts 
seemed to flow easily?  Which parts seemed 
to “snag”? 

• When you read this piece aloud, which 
sentences seemed choppy (or rambling or 
awkward)?  How could those sentences be 
changed to be less (choppy, rambling, 
awkward)? 

• Circle the periods “.” in this piece.  Are there 
any long sentences that could become two 
sentences?  Any short sentences that could 
be combined? 

• Circle 5 words that you think might me 
misspelled. 

• Use a grade-appropriate editing checklist 
o punctuation 
o capitalization 
o spelling 
o grammar 

• Peer editing using the grade-appropriate 
checklist (“First 3, then Me” rule) 

• Colored pen in the student’s hand – not the 
teacher’s! 

• Highlighters to note where changes will be 
made. 
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