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Introduction
Anita Iaquinta (2006) said, “In a truly balanced 
literacy program, how you teach is as important 
as what you teach.” (p. 417). This is especially 
true in balanced literacy writing instruction. 
Balancing instructional time among whole-
group writing, small-group guided writing, and 
individual writing e� ectively addresses the 
“how” of teaching writing. 

A balanced approach to literacy instruction 
is founded in the belief that a student’s 
ownership of their literacy is central to lifelong 
success (Pearson, Raphael, Benson, & Madda, 
2007). This ownership motivates students 
to continue, even when the task becomes 
challenging. Providing this motivational drive 
for students is a powerful benefi t of a balanced 
literacy classroom.

In order for writing instruction to lead students 
to a sense of ownership, students need 
consistent, quality opportunities to engage in 

small-group guided and independent writing 
with appropriate sca� olding and support from 
teachers and peers.

Guided writing instruction is meant to provide 
intensive, small-group support and interaction 
between teacher and students that can be 
folded into a classroom context, including 
writing workshops and interactive writing 
(Gibson, 2008).

Grouping Students for 
Small-Group Guided Writing 
When several children have similar needs, the 
teacher forms them into a group to address 
those needs. For example, sometimes children 
may have di�  culty fi nding a topic to write 
about or may be unsure about how to add 
relevant details to their writing. They may also 
need support with correct capitalization and 
punctuation. 
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Students may be grouped for guided writing 
based on their writing progress over a single 
mini lesson or on patterns observed by the 
teacher over time. For the most part, small-
group guided writing groups are more fl exible 
than forming small-group reading groups 
where teachers use running records and 
other more formal assessment to determine 
membership. Writing groups can be formed 
spontaneously as the teacher checks in on 
students at their desks or notices from writing 
samples that several students are struggling 
with similar issues. 

The timing of guided writing instruction can 
be fl exible within the larger block of writing 
instruction time. For example, guided writing 
can take place after a whole-group mini lesson 
when the teacher rotates to di� erent desk 
groups as students work on their individual 
pieces. At this point, the teacher can sit down 
with the group and have students read what 
they are writing. The teacher can coach and 
guide students by referring back to the whole 
group mini lesson and have the students 
discuss whether they are e� ectively using 
the strategy or technique they learned. For 
optimum impact the teacher should spend 
one to four minutes at a table of two to six 
students.

Guided writing can also take place with a 
temporary, specifi c-needs group that the 
teacher has identifi ed through student 
writing samples. This approach, which works 
best with groups of two to six students 
with similar needs, can save the teacher 
time. Instead of addressing specifi c skills, 
techniques, or strategies with each student, 
the teacher can sit with students at a table 
for fi ve to ten minutes and then let them write 
independently. 

Another way to group students for small-
group guided writing is for intervention 
support. Writing intervention groups are 
usually ongoing and work best with two to 
four students who consistently struggle with 
writing. The group can be called to the table 
with the teacher during independent writing 
time to receive a deeper level of support on 
weekly or other writing skills, as needed. The 
groups should be focused and brief — fi ve 
to ten minutes — and be part of a routine 
occurring two to three times a week. Other 
students are simultaneously working on their 
independent writing or working with partners 
to peer edit their writing.

With any guided writing group, the goal is to 
move individual students from guided writing 
back to independent writing, so they can apply 
what they have learned.

The Guided Writing Lesson
Guided writing provides immediate, targeted 
coaching from the teacher to help students 
develop skills as writers. 

After the whole-group writing mini lessons, 
the teacher can use guided writing time to 
provide immediate individualized guidance 
and coaching while students write. During 
this time, the teacher reviews or extends 
the whole-group mini lesson to provide an 
extra layer of sca� olding that moves students 
forward.

Student may be grouped 

for guided writing based 

on their progress during a 

single lesson or on patterns 

observed over time.
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The teacher can assist students in building on 
what they know and coach them to learn what 
they need to know next. Teachers can lean it 
to monitor students while they write and guide 
their thinking. 

Whatever the issue, small-group guided 
writing helps students acquire the strategies 
and skills they need (Taberski, 2000). For 
example, if a student is struggling with adding 
relevant details during the revision of an 
opinion piece about a favorite character, the 
teacher can say, “I see you stated that you 
like how the character had a sense of humor. 
Can you show me an example in the text 
where that character was being funny?” Once 
the student locates text evidence, then the 
teacher can say, “Good job in fi nding that text 
evidence. That’s a relevant example about the 
character. Telling your reader that you noticed 
the character was able to make a joke when 
he was frightened is a clear example that 
supports your opinion. Now you can add that 
to your writing.”

With appropriate, balanced support, students 
can plan, draft, revise, edit, and publish 
their work in a variety of forms and prepare 
themselves to do so individually in the future. 

Small-group guided writing can also be used 
to help students become more profi cient with 
citing text evidence to support ideas and 
conclusions in their written responses to text. 
In this case, guided writing lessons can be an 
extension of small-group guided reading time 
to support students who need help achieving 
deeper reading comprehension and the ability 
to demonstrate that in their writing.

Assessing Students to Inform 
Grouping and Instruction
Students can be assessed as writers in 
multiple ways: 

 • Observe students at work.

 • Talk with students about their writing.

 • Read students’ writing.

Teacher observation is key to determining 
which students need small-group support or 
individual conferences. Student membership 
in these groups is fl uid, depending on the 
writing genre and how students are able to put 
their thoughts in writing and apply what they 
learned in the whole-group mini lesson. 

During the whole-group writing mini lesson, 
teachers can observe students’ reactions 
and interactions. Questions they can ask are: 
Which students are readily sharing answers 
and relevant comments with their partners?; 
Which students are reluctant to interact with 
the whole group or their partners?; Which 
students seem to need daily additional 
support in a specifi c writing skill or strategy?; 
and Which students seem to be having 
di�  culty transferring what they learn to their 
writing? 

To track observations of students’ writing 
progress, it is recommended that teachers 
keep a clipboard handy, which can be used 
to easily jot down notes. A sheet of mailing 
labels can be used so that notes can be 
e�  ciently transferred to the students’ fi les 

Teacher observation is key

to determining which 

students need small-group 

guided writing support as 

well as the specific type

of support they need.
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later. Another method teachers can use is to 
make a checklist with each student’s name 
and the learning objectives for the writing 
piece. During the lesson, the teacher can mark 
an X next to a student’s name, if the student is 
struggling with a skill related to that objective. 

Only through strategic observation and 
note-taking can productive student grouping 
and sca� olding decisions be made. These 
observations should not interrupt instruction 
but should be made fl uently and as 
time allows. 

When forming small groups, it is important to 
assess students based on a specifi c focus 
or goal. For example, if the class is learning 
to narrow the focus of a narrative, during the 
whole-group mini lesson the teacher can listen 
to students as they collaborate with partners. 
When students go back to their seats to 
narrow down their chosen topics, the teacher 
can monitor individual students and determine 
which students need additional support. In 
this process the teacher identifi es a specifi c 
lens through which to assess how students 
are applying what they have learned to their 
writing (Anderson, 2005). 

It is not necessary for every student to 
participate in a guided writing lesson every 
day. Instead, teachers should use daily 
observations to decide which students need 
an extra boost in the writing skills being taught 
during whole-group writing time. 

Independent Writing 
Independent writing time provides students 
with the opportunity to do the following:

 • Write pieces and get their thinking 
  on paper.

 • Write to demonstrate understanding of 
  the writing process in the genre and write 
  to respond to text.

 • Demonstrate how they can apply 
  strategies they have learned from whole- 
  and small-group writing lessons.

 • Build writing stamina and fl uency in 
  their writing.

 • Practice critical thinking and problem 
  solving in writing.

 • Respond to literature and informational 
  texts to demonstrate comprehension and 
  the ability to put it into writing.

 • Use resources provided by the teachers 
  for ongoing support and sca� olding.

 • Use other texts as models (e.g., 
  professionally authored, teacher-created, 
  or student-created texts).

The most crucial aspect of writing instruction 
in balanced literacy is the opportunity for 
students to write independently. During 
independent writing time, students have 
the opportunity to practice and apply the 
techniques and skills they have been taught 
during whole-group (modeled and shared) and 
small-group guided writing. 

While students write, the teacher can circulate 
though the classroom to coach students and 
monitor their progress. As teachers observe 
students and their writing, it is important to 
remember their role is to “support the writer” 
and not to “fi x the student’s writing piece.” 
The teacher must use sca� olding techniques 
and coaching to ensure students are taking 
responsibility for their writing and that they are 
doing the work. 

The most crucial aspect 

of writing instruction in 

balanced literacy is the 

opportunity for students to 

write independently.
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Briefl y intervening and coaching students to 
help them get started is a strategic way to 
provide support without doing the writing for 
them. Another option is to encourage students 
to work as writing partners who can advise 
each other. This can be done during the 
independent writing time and can be helpful 
for many students. However, it is always 
important for students to have ample time to 
work individually and get their thoughts on 
paper after talking with either their teacher 
or partner.

In a balanced literacy classroom, independent 
writing can take place following whole-group 
writing instruction to allow students to apply 
what they have learned. Student can also 
write independently during small-group 
guided writing.

The teacher can set a timer for 10 to 20 
minutes depending on individual classroom 
schedules and students’ specifi c needs, ages, 
and level to give students a guideline for how 
long they will be writing.

Writing Notebooks and
Reading Response Journals
Providing students with resources to prepare 
and organize for independent writing is crucial 
for their success. Several options are available 
to help students get organized to write on their 
own. The fi rst option is a writer’s notebook, 
which is a place where students record ideas 
for writing topics as well as record what they 
have learned about being a writer. Student 
writers need to write for specifi c purposes, but 
they also need opportunities to take chances 
and brainstorm with ideas, words, phrases, 
and drawings to go with their writing. The goal 
is for writing to become an integral part of the 
student’s life.

Another resource to support students is 
writing folders. Students can use individual 
writing folders to store their work in progress 
as well as completed pieces. An e� ective 
way to implement writing folders is to provide 
students with double-pocket folders labeled 
with their names. This resource will provide 
students an always-handy source of their 
writing that they can revisit or reread when 
there is time or need. 

Teachers can also have students create 
and maintain individual reading response 
journals. Reading response journals can be 
a valuable resource for housing students’ 
ongoing responses to texts they are reading 
as part of the balanced literacy curriculum. The 
integration of the reading and writing enriches 
comprehension and provides students with 
reasons to write independently. It also gives 
teachers a valuable window into what students 
are learning and thinking about. 

A robust independent writing practice is made 
evident by the amount and quality of writing 
each student has in his or her notebook, 
journal, or folder.

The teacher must use 

scaffolding techniques 

and coaching to ensure 

students are taking 

responsibility for their 

writing and that they are 

doing the work.
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Teacher-Student 
Writing Conferences
Writing conferences are conversations with the 
objective of helping students become better 
writers. In a balanced literacy classroom, 
individual writing conferences work with all 
students to assure continual progress at all 
levels of achievement. In working through the 
writing process with genre writing, teachers 
will confer with students as they spend days, 
or even weeks as with research projects, on a 
single piece of writing.

When a teacher conferences with a student, 
the teacher should guide and teach the 
student through certain writing strategies or 
techniques that can be used in current and 
future writing pieces. Author Lucy Calkins 
advises teachers that they are teaching 
the student writer and not the writing. 
Understanding this leads to teaching decisions 
that are guided by what would help the writer 
and not just the piece of writing (Calkins, 1994).

A good question for teachers to ask 
themselves when preparing for individual 
writing conferences is, “What does this 
student know how to do, and what can I teach 
him or her next?” Also, simply scanning a 
student’s writing and saying, “Tell me about 
your writing” or “Read me your writing” can 
provide authentic “real time” understanding 
of what the student is profi cient in and what 
the student needs to work on next. Another 
approach the teacher can use is to ask the 
student to explain his or her writing before 
reading it aloud. Then the teacher can assess 
whether or not the student’s ideas are being 
conveyed e� ectively in writing.

Teachers should try to avoid discussing a 
number of strategies or ideas at one time as 
this can be frustrating and overwhelming for 
students. Rather, the teacher can focus the 
coaching on a specifi c writing skill or strategy 
that is most needed and stay with that while 
allowing students time to work on and apply 
the strategy before moving on to others. 

Teacher-student writing conferences often 
focus on the genre writing lesson, where 
students are following the steps in the writing 
process. The genre writing lessons in the 
Reading Wonders Teacher’s Edition and 
Balanced Literacy Guide include conferencing 
routines that follow these three steps: 

 Step 1: Talk about the strengths of the 
 student’s writing.

 Step 2: Focus on how the student has used 
 a writing trait.

 Step 3: Make concrete suggestions for 
 revision or editing.

Because time management is crucial, teachers 
and students need a predictable structure 
to make conferencing time productive. In a 
balanced literacy classroom, the teacher-
student conferencing time usually takes place 
following whole-group writing instruction 
when students are writing independently. 
The teacher can then circulate through the 
classroom and conference with di� erent 
students. Conferences can also take place 
during small-group guided writing time with 
individual students as needed.

Teachers should avoid 

discussing a number of 

strategies at one time. 

Rather, the teacher can 

focus the coaching on a 

specific skill or strategy.
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Peer Writing Conferences
Author Carol Lyons (2003) states that 
“motivation is arguably the most critical 
ingredient for long-term success in learning 
to read and write” (p. 84). A highly-e� ective 
way to boost student interest and motivation 
in the classroom is to have students interact 
through peer writing conferences. Instructing 
students on how to conduct e� ective peer 
conferences also helps maximize classroom 
time and provides students with meaningful 
conferencing experience. 

Teaching students peer conferencing routines 
through guided and collaborative practice 
can make them e� ective partners for each 
other. Because there are many students and 
one teacher, allowing students to serve as 
conferencing partners for each other can be 
helpful for teacher and students. 

Both the Reading Wonders Teacher’s Edition 
and the Balanced Literacy Guide provide 
guidelines for peer conferences that require 
students to learn routines for conducting a 
productive peer conference to support each 
other in the writing process. These guidelines 
include questions a student can ask a partner 
about their writing.

Peer conferences can take place during 
the independent writing time as students 
are writing and the teacher is conferencing 
with other students. The amount of time that 
students take to conference with each other 
can vary from 30 seconds to fi ve minutes or 
more, depending on whether students need 
peer help to improve their writing.

Implementing Peer 
Conferencing Routines
Teachers can use conferencing routines to 
empower their students and ensure they are 
consistent with peer conferencing. A Tell/Ask/
Give (TAG) routine is used by conferencing 
partners after one student reads his or her 
writing to a partner. Teachers can use this 
strategy for teacher-student conferencing as 
well. The TAG routine follows the pattern in the 
conferencing routines provided in the Reading 
Wonders Teacher’s Edition and Balanced 
Literacy Guide.

T – Partners tell each other a specifi c thing 
  they liked about the other student’s 
  writing. This positive comment should be 
  specifi c to a writing trait or skill a writer 
  has used well. This focuses on the 
  strengths of the writer and their writing. 
  For example, “I loved the words you 
  chose to describe the scene about …,” or 
  “I really like your topic choice about ….” 

A – Ask a question or two. In this step, 
  partners ask each other questions 
  about the writing. This may help reveal 
  gaps in the writing and help inform 
  revisions. The questions are more 
  powerful when they are not critical but 
  rather demonstrate a common interest 
  in making the writing as clear as possible. 
  For example, “How does that sentence 
  connect to your topic?”, “I’m confused, 
  what was your character doing there?”,   
  and “Then what happened next?” 

Teaching students peer 

conferencing routines 

through guided and 

collaborative practice 

can make them effective 

partners for each other.
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G – Give a suggestion or give advice. 
  Partners provide concrete support to 
  each other by making suggestions about 
  what could be added, removed, or 
  changed to make the writing more
  powerful, interesting, clear, or complete. 
  For example, “I think you should add that 
  detail about …,” or “I think that your story 
  will be ready for publishing after you edit 
  the last two paragraphs.”

The TAG routine can be especially productive 
when dealing with “I’m done!” students who, 
instead of sitting and waiting for the teacher 
to come over, can be directed to TAG with 
another student and be meaningfully engaged 
in growing as writers. 

Through e� ective teacher and peer 
conferencing, students become accountable 
for their writing. Through these conferencing 
opportunities, the teacher actively engages 
students to take ownership of their literacy 
as they learn, communicate, and collaborate 
e� ectively in the 21st century. 

Final questions teachers can ask themselves 
at the end of any writing lesson are, “What was 
hard or frustrating for students?” and “What 
went well?” Each piece of writing a student 
creates is a step toward supporting them in 
becoming successful writers. 
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