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 7

Introduction: To Write and to Teach

I love to write. I write for many reasons. I write to reflect and to inspire. I write to 
release my creativity. I write to learn about the world around me. I write because 
I feel the need to write. Few things satisfy me more than the time I spend writing.

I also love to teach. There is such promise in the youth before us. Watching 
a student grasp a difficult concept, hearing a student new to Canada and our 
language speak in front of the class for the first time, or witnessing the moment 
when this skill called reading becomes real for a child — this is why I teach. I 
want to help my students fulfill their promise.

So, when I have the opportunity to teach writing to my students, well, my two 
passions fuel each other.

I know that many others find it daunting to teach writing to their students, 
however. Just as I feel intimidated by the thought of teaching science and some-
times even math, I understand that many teachers feel this way about writing. 
So, this book is meant as a tool for teaching writing. Whether you enjoy writing 
or are intimidated by it, this will be a valuable reference in creating a productive 
writing environment for your students.

Writing as a Cross-Curricular Skill

When I consider writing in the classroom setting, I see two main functions: 
learning to write (something we know is in the curriculum and must teach) and 
writing to learn (a less talked-about function of writing in the classroom). I have 
not divided the book into sections to delineate these two functions. Ideally, in the 
classroom these functions dance and mingle throughout the day.

Although writing is a skill covered in our language arts curriculum, I am going 
to challenge you to think about how writing can fit into all areas of the curricu-
lum. Students can — and should — write within every subject. In this way, they 
will be writing to learn.

While this book is primarily about writing, you are going to discover the many 
ways in which I use reading to teach writing. The connection between the two 
cannot be downplayed: they go hand in hand. Reading and writing help our stu-
dents engage more fully in all aspects of the lives they live. Through reading, 
writing, and the inevitable discussions that follow, our students can learn from 
the experiences of others, open their minds to many possibilities, gain a glimpse 
of worlds unknown to them, make connections to their own lives, reflect on their 
own choices, and contextualize their learning. When we provide students with 
this time to read and explore texts — texts that may reflect their lives or open 
doors to other worlds — and then to write about what they think, what they feel, 
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8 Introduction

and how they connect to the texts read, the experience is powerful. Adrienne 
Gear (2011) suggests,

Writing to engage thinking can, in fact, help change our focus and purpose 
for writing in school, and can perhaps help students develop a greater sense 
of the reader–writer connection. (p. 12)

Students begin to see writing as something more than an assignment to be 
handed in to their teacher. They begin to understand how reading and writing, 
and the interplay between the two, can lead to deeper thinking.

Our curricular focus has shifted from separate, isolated subjects that fit into 
precise blocks of time; we are now encouraged to integrate and teach skills that 
carry students across the curriculum. If we want our writing experiences to be 
authentic, writing cannot occur only in language arts. We must cross disciplinary 
boundaries. As Marion Crowhurst (1993) says,

… the emphasis in the classroom should be on using language to do real 
things, rather than on dummy-run exercises for practice. In this way, chil-
dren will use authentic language for real purposes. They will read real texts 
to find out or to enjoy. They won’t read texts to practice reading skills. They 
will write for authentic purposes — to entertain, inform, invite, thank, or 
persuade the teacher, the principal, their peers or the readers of the commu-
nity newspaper. (p. 8)

Effective teachers have come to understand how to integrate their subjects, how 
to utilize their time wisely by having students read and write across the curricu-
lum. Writing to learn is not a new concept. It is, however, being integrated into the 
classroom on a much more regular basis and certainly more successfully. Tradi-
tionally, most teachers were taught to think of writing strictly as a final product; 
however, writing is a process that can help students discover, create, and think 
critically in all disciplines of study. Through their writing experiences, students 
will construct meaning across the curriculum.

Writing as an Essential Life Skill

Writing is also a skill that students will carry with them beyond the four walls 
of our classrooms. The Ontario Language Curriculum expresses the idea in this 
way: “Learning to communicate with clarity and precision, orally, in writing, 
and through a variety of media, will help students to thrive in the world beyond 
school” (2006, 4). As important as it is for students to view writing as functional 
for school, we also want them to understand the power it can hold in their lives. 
The written word serves practical, utilitarian functions such as street signs, labels, 
and store names. It also serves more lofty purposes: expressing one’s ideas and 
ideals, giving permanence to one’s thoughts, advocating for the greater good, and 
exploring metaphysical ideas.

Our goal, then, is to give our students an environment where they feel com-
fortable putting pencil to paper or fingers to keyboard, taking the necessary risks 
involved in the writing process.
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Introduction 9

Writing as a Craft That Can Be Taught

I want more than that, though. Not only do I want my students to write — I want 
them to enjoy writing! I want them to view writing not as a distasteful chore, but 
as an exciting adventure.

But how best to achieve this ... The two most common mistakes I see teach-
ers make when teaching writing is that their students do not write enough or 
there is little deliberate instruction about writing. Both are critical to our stu-
dents’ success. As I say to my students, simply talking about basketball will not 
help us to become better basketball players: we must also practise. The same is 
true for writing. Ideally, our students will be writing something daily. Fear not! 
With appropriate planning, this goal is quite easily accomplished. And there is 
certainly no need to assess everything our students write. I know that teachers 
work exceptionally hard and the demands sometimes seem endless. The role of 
this text is to make the teaching of curriculum more manageable.

The good news? Writing is a craft and can, therefore, be taught. Yes, it’s true 
that some individuals are gifted with natural talent in this area; however, all can 
learn to write more effectively with appropriate teaching, modelling, and prac-
tice. Lucy Calkins speaks to the important role of the teacher:

Children deserve to be explicitly taught the skills and strategies of effective 
writing, and the qualities of good writing. This teaching will be dramatically 
more powerful if teachers are studying the teaching of writing and if they are 
responsive to what students are doing and trying to do as writers. Children 
also deserve a teacher who demonstrates a commitment to writing. (2006, 
10)

Our students must spend time engaged in the process of writing and be taught 
how to improve their writing: both are necessary.

Teaching Writing: A Gift of Empowerment

At the beginning of my career, I taught Grade 1. I saw how language, specifically 
learning to read and write, could empower students. It was thrilling to see student 
confidence levels flourish as they discovered the significance of a letter, a word, 
a sentence, a story. I was energized by the look of surprise on the students’ faces 
when they became impressed with their own reading or writing. I also noticed 
the frustration of those who did not easily learn the skills involved in literacy.

I loved teaching Grade 1. In fact, I thought I’d teach Grade 1 forever. The prog-
ress the students made during the year was incredibly obvious, immediate, and 
exhilarating. The students revelled in the excitement of reading on their own for 
the first time or discovering new words.

Yet, as I began teaching older students (somewhat reluctantly I might add), 
I soon realized that the progress these students made was just as thrilling … 
though perhaps not as obvious or immediate as it was in Grade 1. I realized that 
these students, too, need excellent instruction in language arts; they may not 
be beginning readers and writers, but effective and purposeful instruction can 
empower students of all ages to become more competent, confident individuals. 
In retrospect, I am grateful that I was open to a change in grade level: ultimately, 
it changed my thought process.
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10 Introduction

The ideas within this book stem from my experiences teaching students from 
Kindergarten to Grade 6. They have also been inspired by the many excellent 
teachers I have encountered over the years. No less, however, they have been 
influenced by experts such as Peter Elbow, Mem Fox, Nancie Atwell, Regie Rout-
man, Lucy Calkins, Natalie Goldberg, Donald H. Graves, Tony Stead, Donald M. 
Murray, Adrienne Gear, and many language learning theorists.

Teaching students the skill of writing is a gift of empowerment: words change 
worlds.

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Coated FOGRA39 \050ISO 12647-2:2004\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Subsample
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice




