
© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



 3

Contents

Acknowledgments 6

Introduction: Freewriting into Understanding 7

Connecting Freewriting to Classroom Goals 7
Freewriting across Subject Areas 8
A Way to Find Joy in Writing 9
Freewriting as Part of School Culture 10
The Game Changer 10

Chapter 1 First Things First 11

What is freewriting? 11
How do we begin? 12
How long do we freewrite? 12
Why do I write with my students and urge you to do so, too? 13
What about sharing our work? 14
Can students use computers or tablets during a freewrite? 15
Do we assess freewriting? 16
What about conventions? 16
Should I buy special journals or notebooks for freewriting? 16
How do I approach an especially reluctant writer? 17
What are the benefits of freewriting? 18

Chapter 2 The Importance of Sharing 23

A Community of Learners  23
All, Some, or None 24
Writing Groups for Effective Feedback 25
Tell Me about Your Writing: Conferencing 32

Chapter 3 Freewriting Prompts 35

General Prompts, Varied Responses 35
Prompts in Response to Quotations 37
Prompts for Reflection and Goal-Setting 39
Gathering Details and Ideas to Enrich Writing 40

Chapter 4 Learning to Read like Writers 43

Choosing Mentor Texts 44
Exploring Good Writing  45
Opportunities Offered by Excerpts 47
Reading with Intent 47
Creating a Literacy Notebook 49

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



4 

Chapter 5 Working through the Writing Process: 
Freewriting as Impetus  53

A Metaphor for Writing: The Construction of a House 54
A Structure for Teaching Skills 55
Blogging: Finding an Authentic Audience 60

Chapter 6 Freewriting in Language Arts 63

Regular Writing Practice 64
A Warm-up for Other Writing 64
Personal Narratives and Memoir 65
Reader Response 66
Freewriting after a Read-Aloud Session 68
Freewriting after Independent Reading 73
Discovering Theme 74

Chapter 7 Freewriting in Social Studies 77

Helping Students Learn to Write 77
Constructing Meaning 78
Inspired by Literature 79
Inspired by Photographs and Videos 84
To Facilitate Comparisons 85
To Foster Metacognitive Thinking 86
Cultural Connections 86
Controversial Issues 87
Current Events 88
Nurturing Citizenship 90

Chapter 8 Freewriting in Mathematics 91

Constructing Meaning, Clarifying Thinking  91
Inspired by Picture Books 92
Inspired by Videos 94
Writing as Reflection 95
To Reveal Feelings about Math 95
To Document Thinking 96
To Support Inquiry-Based Learning 96
Math beyond the Classroom 97

Chapter 9 Freewriting in Science 99

Learning to Write like Scientists 100
Making Meaning, Finding Relevance 100
Inspired by Literature 101
Inspired by Photographs, Videos, and Podcasts 105
Experiments 105
Wonderings and Inquiry 106
The Potential of Makerspaces  107
Informational Texts 109
Ethical Questions  109
Writing in Nature 110

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



 5

Chapter 10   Freewriting about the Fine Arts  111

Constructing Meaning  112
Inspired by Picture Books 112
Inspired by Video 114
Music Experiences 115
Visual Art Experiences 117

Chapter 11   Freewriting for Health and Wellness 123

Gaining Insight, Fostering Well-Being 124
Inspired by Literature 124
A Focus on Self 127
A Focus on Others 130
A Focus on the World 132

Chapter 12   Time to Pick Up Your Pen … 137

A Game-Changing Choice 137
The Urgency of Teaching Literacy 138

Bibliography 139

Index 141

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



 7

Introduction: Freewriting into 
Understanding

“Literacy is not a luxury; it is a right and a responsibility.”
— Bill Clinton

What are your goals as a classroom teacher? Regardless of the age of your stu-
dents or the subjects you teach, I would expect to hear answers like these:
• to motivate and engage students
• to develop students’ thinking skills
• to teach students how to learn
• to help students reach their potential
• to empower students as readers and writers
• to help develop literate, contributing, empathetic members of society
• to inspire students to find meaning and purpose in life

In any event, these are my goals as a classroom teacher. Perhaps the order would 
change on a given day, but these are my ultimate goals. Furthermore, each year, 
as I gain experience, learn from those around me, and develop new strategies, my 
goals become better defined and I come closer to reaching them.

Connecting Freewriting to Classroom Goals

Many strategies, techniques, and approaches have made my teaching practice 
stronger. The most significant, though, was the introduction of freewriting into 
my classroom. Unexpectedly, this process helped me reach all the goals I have 
for the students in my classroom. I admit that, as a writer, I may be a bit biased 
about its impact. Yet I know that others agree on its potential to enhance student 
learning. As ReLeah Cossett Lent (2016) has said, “If there is a learning elixir, it 
may well be writing” (63).

How did freewriting come about in my classroom? I first encountered it as a 
writer, not as a teacher. This process helped me put words on paper more easily 
and more consistently. As a teacher, I watched many of my students struggling 
to write, and I wondered if this technique could benefit them, as well. Writing 
with Power by Peter Elbow and Writing Down the Bones by Natalie Goldberg 
both speak to the idea of freewriting. Elbow names it thus; Goldberg speaks to 
the process without using the term. Before exploring what is involved in the pro-
cess — Chapter 1 will do that in detail — let’s explore why it is effective for our 
students. Elbow (1998) talks about two types of writers:
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8 Introduction: Freewriting into Understanding

… ordinary writers fall into two camps. Either creativity has won out and 
produced writers who are rich but undisciplined, who can turn out lots of 
stuff with good bits in it, but who are poor at evaluating, pruning and shap-
ing. Or else critical thinking has won out and produced writers who are care-
ful but cramped. They have great difficulty writing because they see faults in 
everything as they are trying to put it down on paper. (9)

He goes on to say:

But you don’t have to give in to this dilemma of creativity versus critical 
thinking and submit to the dominance of one muscle and lose the benefits of 
the other. If you separate the writing process into two stages, you can exploit 
these opposing muscles one at a time: first be loose and accepting as you 
do fast early writing; then be critically toughminded as you revise what you 
have produced. What you’ll discover is that these two skills used alternately 
don’t undermine each other at all, they enhance each other. (9)

When I made the connection to my classroom, this two-stage process made per-
fect sense: first, we teach students how to get their words on paper, and then, we 
teach them how to enhance their work through revision. Separately. “The aim is 
to burn through to first thoughts,” as Goldberg (2005, 8) puts it, and then, later, 
spend time talking about our writing and how to improve those first thoughts.

The result in my classroom was astonishing. My students and I were able to 
break through many of the barriers they faced — fear, reluctance, and insecuri-
ties about writing — using this simple technique. They gained confidence in their 
abilities and became excited by writing and its possibilities. Perhaps most telling, 
my students — even those previously most reluctant — began asking to freewrite.

I was teaching Grade 6 when I first introduced freewriting into my classroom. 
It evolved somewhat each year I used it, but I quickly realized that this process 
was effective at any grade level I was teaching. It truly didn’t matter if the students 
were 7, 11, or 17 years old or if they were adult learners. Freewriting worked.

Freewriting across Subject Areas

At first, my students and I were freewriting only within my language arts program. 
Eventually it dawned on me I could use this process not only to improve my stu-
dents’ writing and attitudes towards writing, but to help them learn and construct 
meaning in all curriculum areas. I then identified the two distinct purposes of 
writing in my classroom: (1) learning to write and (2) constructing  meaning.

Once I recognized this distinction, my students and I began freewriting in 
social studies, in mathematics, in science, in art class, and in health. Although 
our education systems tend to divide the disciplines and expect subjects to be 
taught isolated from each other, these subject areas are interconnected. As Dennis 
Littky (2004) suggests, “What is science without math? What is history without 
language? What are languages without their history?” (29). In fact, Littky believes 
that we should overhaul the entire structure of schools (29). I, too, believe that the 
subject areas are profoundly interconnected. In my mind, elementary teachers 
have an advantage in that they spend most of the day with the same group of 
students and teach most disciplines of study. There is, therefore, more flexibility 
in planning and an ongoing opportunity to connect the various  disciplines. In 
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Introduction: Freewriting into Understanding 9

junior high and high school, teachers are typically specialists in one subject area 
and students have various teachers throughout their day, making the integra-
tion of subject areas more challenging. But regardless of the grade level or sub-
ject you teach, I believe that freewriting can be successfully integrated into your 
 classroom.

Developing Disciplinary Literacy

Teachers of content-area curriculum often worry that they are not prepared to 
teach writing to their students. Yet literacy grounds every discipline of study in 
provincial or state curriculums: in fact, the term disciplinary literacy is becoming 
more and more common. As Lent (2016) says in her book about the topic: “The 
good news is that you don’t need to be a teacher of writing. You only need to 
show your students how scientists, mathematicians, historians, poets, musicians, 
or sports writers — whoever writes in your discipline — communicate through 
writing” (78). As she describes it here, this is learning to write as connected to a 
specific discipline. In addition, though, writing can be used as a tool to deepen 
our students’ understanding of the content: constructing meaning.

Understanding Subject Content

Often, after teaching a lesson, watching a video, or reading a book, we engage 
our students in discussion to further their understanding. But really, how many 
students participate in the discussion? Three? Four? Five? And wouldn’t you say 
it’s typically the same students who participate? In reality, we want all students to 
engage in the content: something discussion alone does not usually facilitate. By 
writing about the lesson, the video, or the book, all students tend to engage with 
and therefore understand the content more profoundly. In fact, through writing 
they often connect to the content rather than simply memorizing the informa-
tion. Whereas memorization tends to result in forgetting the content as soon as 
the class is over or the test, written, understanding tends to lead to deeper learn-
ing and, therefore, greater retention — an internalization of the material, if you 
will. By freewriting across the curriculum, we use writing as a form of thinking 
and a way of knowing. Rather than it being an add-on to the content, it becomes 
an indispensable process on the learning journey.

A Way to Find Joy in Writing

Not only do I want students to write more and write well, I want them to find 
joy in writing. When our students are in Grade 1, most of them are excited about 
writing and the possibilities before them — this is a newfound form of commu-
nication. But as our students get older, many of them do not take pleasure in the 
process. And for the ones that do … it’s just not “cool” to admit it. Perhaps their 
displeasure with writing comes from the way we teach it.

My desire to inspire students and build confidence in teachers motivates me 
to sit at my computer and write about my trials and successes with this process. 
I unequivocally share the conviction of Kelly Gallagher and Penny Kittle (2018, 
xv): “We believe that the teaching of literacy can be life changing. Literally.”

A former colleague, currently teaching Grade 2, admittedly struggles to teach 
writing. She does not enjoy writing herself and does not feel adept teaching it 

To better address the purpose 
of this book, I have separated 
chapters 6 through 11 by discipline 
to reflect the way that most of 
our classrooms and schools are 
structured.
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10 Introduction: Freewriting into Understanding

to her students. The good news? This teacher has told me that through use of 
freewriting, she now feels both confident and competent teaching writing to her 
class. When I asked her why this technique works for her, she said she finds 
the method accessible and not intimidating: the writing time is short, and the 
process, easy to implement. She now realizes that she doesn’t have to be the best 
writer to teach writing. She can motivate her students to write, and then, one 
by one, teach the skills needed to improve their writing. I have received similar 
responses from many other educators since.

Freewriting as Part of School Culture

My experience as an administrator has confirmed for me that when we set goals 
for our school, most often, we include a literacy goal. Reading and writing remain 
critical for our students’ success in school and, even more important, in life. Serv-
ing as an administrator has also taught me that when we share a vision and work 
towards these goals together, we are more successful in reaching them.

One reason freewriting is so effective is precisely because it can be used by 
teachers in all areas of the curriculum; however, its value is not always readily 
apparent. In our school district, for example, we have elementary music special-
ists. As I was preparing for a teacher workshop, the principal asked if she should 
invite the music teacher to our session. Music teachers are often excluded from 
core professional development because it is not applicable to their discipline. And 
yet, even in music class, the process of freewriting can enhance the curriculum 
and our students’ learning. When we invite our teachers to see how freewriting 
can be used as a way to construct meaning, it becomes applicable to students of 
all age levels and to curriculum in all areas.

Freewriting can be used independently within our classrooms, but the best 
results come when all teachers within a school begin to use this process — when 
it becomes intrinsic in the culture.

The Game Changer

To motivate and engage students. To develop students’ thinking skills. To teach stu-
dents how to learn. To help students reach their potential. To empower our students 
as readers and writers. To help develop literate, contributing, empathetic members 
of society. To inspire students to find meaning and purpose in life.

To my amazement, freewriting helped me achieve all these goals of mine on 
a deeper level — my students’ learning intensified. Now I cannot imagine my 
classroom without freewriting regardless of the grade level, the subject, the time 
of day, or the time of year. My simple decision to explore the use of this technique 
with my 10- and 11-year-old students transformed my teaching. Freewriting is 
not a difficult process to implement and yet it makes a significant difference in 
teacher attitudes, student confidence, and, ultimately, in our students’ writing 
abilities. It is not the be-all and end-all of writing in our classrooms, but it is an 
effective technique t o enhance the learning process.

Freewriting was a game changer in my classroom, and I expect that it will be 
in yours, as well.
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