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Chances are you picked up this book because you are already teaching 
writing to your students and want to know how you can do so even 
more successfully. I want to help you with that. I want to show you how 

the traits of writing can build your understanding of your students’ strengths and 
challenges as writers, how traits—coupled with revision in the writing process—
can add depth and power to your students’ writing, and, most important, how 
you can all come to truly enjoy writing together.

How can you teach writing well? After many, many years of struggling 
with teaching writing myself, I have learned from students and colleagues what 
works and how to set up a writing classroom for success without overwhelming 
students and teachers alike. I’ve come to believe that the traits and how they 
work within the writing process are a winning combination. 

Everywhere I go, I hear how discouraged teachers feel as they approach 
the teaching of writing. What makes it so hard? For teachers, often it’s assessing 
students’ writing and then fi nding the words to communicate what needs work; 
for students, often it’s learning how to read their writing and then revise it to 
show their best thinking. Traits provide a solution to both of these challenges 
by giving you and your students succinct, clear language that describes specifi c 
craft elements. I’m going to show you how to read students’ writing with traits 
in mind so you can get to know them as thinkers and learners. Then I’m going 
to show you how to teach students how to use traits to 
produce their best writing. You can teach writing well.

This book focuses specifi cally on how to keep 
adding depth to students’ writing through revision—
which, believe it or not, begins with formative 
assessment. Here we pick up once students have 
generated some writing, because often that’s when you 
and your students need the most support. Here you’ll get guidance, tools, and 
ideas about how to help your students go from drafts to smoother, more polished, 
and thoughtful writing using the traits and the writing process. And here you’ll 
learn specifi c strategies with plenty of examples and practice to help you conquer 
revision. Really. And as a bonus, the ideas here fi t within any curriculum, any 
classroom, any grade, at any time.

Introduction

Here you’ll get 

guidance, tools, 

and ideas.

1
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2 TEACH WRITING WELL

Th e Meeting Th at Changed Everything
Years ago, when I was still working at Education Northwest as a researcher in 
the assessment division, I screwed up the courage to contact Donald Graves, the 
pioneering author, professor, and researcher of writing process instruction, and 
boldly asked for a face-to-face meeting at the upcoming International Reading 
Association conference. I desperately wanted to know what he thought of using 
assessment as a guide to revision—how the work I was committed to might 
dovetail with his seminal research and practice in writing 
process. I knew, even then, that revision was the tough 
nut to crack, and I wanted validation for the direction 
my work was taking. I don’t think I slept the night before 
our meeting—the prospect of meeting someone I’d 
considered a mentor in person for a few precious minutes 
was exhilarating. And humbling. And scary—what if he 
scoff ed at my work? Or didn’t see the potential of linking 
the writing process, especially revision, and the traits?

I arrived early, heart in my throat, a huge stack of 
handouts for workshops that I had created in a big folder. At that time, I didn’t 
have a book to share—just early thinking from workshop materials. Don greeted 
me warmly, asked a few questions, then took the stack of precious papers from 
me and thumbed through them. His eyes were intent as he scanned the pages, 
probing me with thoughtful inquiries such as “How do you see this work fi tting 
into the writing process?” And, “What do teachers say about these traits and how 
they use them?”

We talked a little about what I thought was powerful about the traits of 
writing: the shared vocabulary that writers and their teachers can use in the 
classroom as a guide for revision. After what felt like a minute on one hand but 
a lifetime on the other, Don gave me a serious look, glanced at his watch, and 
asked if he could take the papers and review them more thoroughly overnight. 

The next meeting was a life changer. Don Graves, the master of writing 
instruction, summed up his thoughts about the traits very simply. He said (and 
I wrote this down so I’d never forget), “What you have here is the secret to 
unlocking revision. This work has the potential to change and enhance how the 
writing process is taught.” I kid you not: I swooned.

This, then, has been my focus and mission ever since: how to use writing 
assessment to show teachers what to look for in student work so they can teach 
students how to revise. I wanted to fi gure out how to move from Don’s word, 
potential, to the reality of everyday practice. The book in your hands has been 
years in the making, a result of sharing and experimenting with ideas and 
strategies in classrooms across the country and world. 

What you have 
here is t he secret to 
unlocking revision.
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3INTRODUCTION

Changing the Way We Teach Writing
Here is what I believe: You have to explore, talk, think, and question to write 
well. You have to want to fi nd out more, consider diff erent angles, and read what 
others think on the same topic—because you are curious. Writing is, after all, a 
process of discovery. It’s an intellectual journey of exploration. 

It should not be a simple restating of what’s already known, which often 
happens in prompt/response writing in schools. Most often, that prompted 
response is graded on how much of the teacher-provided information is included 
and whether it’s in the precise form assigned. Students learn to write for the 
expected outcome, not to communicate their own thinking. They write to show 
how well they replicate a given format or regurgitate factual knowledge.

It’s hard, if not impossible, to motivate students to write under such 
circumstances. And although there may be a small place for this kind of writing 
somewhere in the universe of a student’s experience, we’re moving away from it 
like it’s a fertilizer factory on a hot summer day in today’s world of increasingly 
high expectations.

Writing brings into a student’s life an active process of study and scrutiny of 
something that fascinates them. That’s powerful, lifelong learning stuff . I shout 
with glee if I read a paper where a student has dared to challenge my thinking, 
come at a familiar topic in a fresh way, or expose his or her thinking by taking 
risks. If our students are to write more deeply and thoughtfully—digging into 
the depths of an idea and putting all their energies into discovering something 
new to say—then we have to ditch the notion that there are only “right,” fact-
based answers in writing.

George Hillocks Jr. was a brilliant researcher, author, and driving force in 
the fi eld of writing assessment and instruction. I appreciate his words about how 
hard it is to teach well: 

The teaching of writing is fraught with difficulties. Teaching well, in 
my experience and that of my students, can be very time-consuming, 
demanding, frustrating, and, given institutional constraints, sometimes 
infuriating. . . . [However,] when students make gains as writers, the 
gains are likely to affect other educational endeavors. And for teachers, 
the joy of seeing students create some new part of themselves, and do 
it well, washes the difficulties to insignificance and provides the impetus 
to try. (1995, 217)© H
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4 TEACH WRITING WELL

To teach writing well, we must 
revolutionize our own thinking about the 
possibilities of what “good” writing looks 

like. All the craft knowledge in the world will not make you the writing teacher 
you yearn to be if you don’t begin by thinking big, thinking creatively, thinking 
resourcefully. What diff erence does it make, for instance, whether a young writer 
knows how to use pronouns and their antecedents until he or she has developed a 
meaty idea that requires grammatical clarifi cation in the fi rst place?

We may off er valid excuses for why students do not excel in writing, but 
excuses don’t help teachers teach or students write better. Consider what happens 
when we don’t make the changes needed to produce positive outcomes. What 
could provide better evidence than the eighth- and twelfth-grade writing 
results from the National Center for Educational Statistics (2012), in which 
just 27 percent of US eighth graders performed at or above the profi cient level? 
And of that group, only 3 percent performed at the advanced level. Even more 
discouraging (if that’s possible), the twelfth graders performed the same: 27 
percent at or above profi cient, and only 3 percent advanced. In both cases, the 
bigger number is what looms in our minds: 73 percent of eighth and twelfth 
graders are not profi cient writers. Horrifying.

I know people are working on teaching writing. I see it everywhere I go. 
But how we are teaching is called into question by results like these. There is a 
lot of denial going on in the teaching world: “I use this outdated method, but my 
kids really like it”; “I know the research says otherwise, but I think kids learn grammar 
best with worksheets. They don’t mind them”; “Our kids need to be able to write a good 
fi ve-paragraph essay by the time they hit middle school.” We have to acknowledge that 
the way we’ve been doing business for more than a hundred years is not working 
so we can fi nd the courage to change. Professor Dumbledore told Harry Potter 
much the same thing: “You have to make a choice between what is right and what is 
easy” (Rowling 2002, 724).

Getting to the place where creativity and imagination are critical parts 
of teaching and learning, right along with skills development, requires new 
thinking. This requires latitude and respect for the young writer. We must call 
upon the fascinations of our students if we are ever going to get them to write 
beneath the surface of a topic. It’s time to abandon

• worksheets;

• canned, formulaic organizational structures that stifl e thinking;

• generic, whole-class assignments;

•  superfi cial responses to student writing; and

•  obsessive test prep.

You have to explore, talk, think, 

and question to write well.
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5INTRODUCTION

Instead, we must develop

•  writing classrooms that are joyous and rigorous;

• intentional teaching and a focus on what matters;

• purposeful conversations about writing that lead to revision;

•  inspiration for what excites us from what we read, see, hear, and want to 
know more about;

• and confi dence that if students know how to write, they will soar on any 
test.

When it comes to teaching writing well, “the teacher has high expectations for 
herself or himself, and in turn has high expectations for the kids. And nothing stops them,” 
explained Donald Graves in an interview based on his observations of exemplary 
writing classrooms. In other words, if we expect more, both we and our students 
achieve more.

You have no say in the preparation students receive before they are assigned 
to your class; your infl uence begins the day you meet. Yet, by the end of your 
journey together, your students can be more competent, skilled, and thoughtful 
writers. There is a certain feeling I get in classrooms where writing is taught as 
a process and not a destination. It starts with questions: teachers in successful 
writing classrooms ask a lot of them. They encourage curiosity and the need to 
fi nd answers. Socrates is credited with saying, “Wonder is the beginning of wisdom.” 
Moving forward in writing instruction is a matter of welcoming wonder into 
your classroom—fi rst through a renewed understanding of what’s possible and 
then by transferring that wonder to your students. In doing so, you empower 
them to become thoughtful, imaginative writers.

What are some traditional writing 

practices that we’ve outgrown? 

Consider where you struggle with your teaching and when it feels most 

comfortable. What is your favorite teaching strategy that produces results 

in students of all skill levels in writing?

Pause and Consider
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6 TEACH WRITING WELL

Th e Power of Choice
Accomplished writing teachers read their students. They ask themselves: What 
do my students question? What fascinates them? What do they talk about? What lights 
them up? Once they tap into this never-ending wellspring of curiosity, they gain 
energy, and so do their students. With that energy comes the willingness to learn 
new skills and strategies to make writing stronger.

It really boils down to this: students must want to write, learn how to write, 
and explore what to write. In this standards-driven era, we have overlooked the 
all-important “want to write” part. Most students I know don’t get to pick their 
topics; topics are assigned to the class wholesale. Why don’t we give our students 
enough mental elbow room to learn to write their own sentences, come up with 
their own ideas, and express them in their own way? I walk into a school that 
struggles with writing and I see samples of student work posted on the wall that 
all begin the same way. “One important thing I learned from Pam Muñoz Ryan’s book 
Echo is:                                  .”   Or, “I think the Internet is a great invention because:                                                                                                                                         
                     .” I can sum up this kind of writing in one technical word: ick. 
How can a writer recover from a start like this? If writing is thinking, this 
approach doesn’t move students toward that goal.

We should help students explore ways to begin that grab the reader’s interest. 
Perhaps the writer could share something intriguing that stands out to him or her 
about a book, or provide an interesting tidbit of information about the Internet 
before laying out a claim or position. Do we really have such little faith in 
students that we must begin their sentences for them? Or pick their topics every 
time? Surely they can do this for themselves if they are shown models, off ered 
support, and given the opportunity to try even if their writing isn’t perfect.

I believe the person holding the pen is the one doing the learning. So, when 
we do too much of the thinking for students, we deprive them of learning how to 
think for themselves. Sentence starters, canned formulas, whole-class topics—we 
should not do these things, ever. Here’s what Mem Fox has to say on this subject:

You and I don’t engage in meaningless writing exercises in real life—we’re 
far too busy doing the real thing. And by doing the real thing we constantly 
learn how to do the real thing better.  (1993, 4)
Motivating students to write has a great deal to do with giving them real 

choice. One of our goals, then, is to help them discover what they want to say, 
what they need to say—so they “ache with caring” (Fox 1993, 5). We want to get 
them hooked on writing so they can do the diffi  cult, thinking work of revising 
and editing. Finding the way in through student-selected topics is part of the 
solution.© H
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7INTRODUCTION

Many students don’t think they have much to say, but that’s just not true. 
Showing students powerful writing on small, seemingly mundane topics from 
writers they respect can release that fear: an early morning fi shing trip with Dad, 
as described in A Diff erent Pond by Bao Phi; a walk down the street at night to 
notice neighborhood windows lighting up, one by one, as in Windows by Julia 
Denos; a thoughtful exploration of a house and what it is made of in This House, 
Once, by Deborah Freedman. These simple seeds of ideas became magnifi cent 
picture books.   

Beware Perfectionism

We must always teach with understanding that 
students are the key players in this process—they 
are smart, they want to succeed, and they aren’t 
scared of hard work if it is meaningful. They 
have to be freed from the notion that their 
writing will turn out perfectly every time. With 
this understanding will come the willingness to 
revise. I believe this.

Bottom line: perfection isn’t the goal; 
learning is the goal. Anne Lamott puts it this 
way: “Perfectionism is the voice of the oppressor, the enemy of the people. It will keep you 
cramped and insane your whole life, and it is the main obstacle between you and a shitty 
fi rst draft” (1994, 28). So many times it’s getting students to start writing that is 
such a big hurdle—are they, perhaps, unwittingly intimidated by perfectionism? 
Lamott continues

I think perfectionism is based on the obsessive belief that if you run 
carefully enough, hitting each stepping-stone just right, you won’t have 
to die. The truth is that you will die anyway and that a lot of people who 
aren’t even looking at their feet are going to do a whole lot better than 
you, and have a lot more fun while they’re doing it. (1994, 28)

Kids need time to develop as writers. There’s a reason they’re in school 
for so long—every year they are exposed to more, learn more, and accomplish 
more. But if we are honest, important learning is never fi nished. I continue to 
learn about writing and teaching writing to this day. The same is true for you 
and your students. Perfectionism is not helpful for teaching writing well; it is 
far more realistic and affi  rming to think of each day’s progress as steps toward 
signifi cant goals.

They have to be freed 

from the notion that 

their writing will 

turn out perfectly 

every time.
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8 TEACH WRITING WELL

Read the Writing to Teach the Writer
Learning to teach writing is a lifelong journey. I’m forty years into this trek—
always learning, always listening, always trying to fi gure out the best way to 
teach. I’ve got the writing traits, writing process, writing modes, and writing 
workshop model by my side—what I’ve come to call the “4Ws.” I know the 
secrets to teaching writing lie on the shoulders of these giants of highly eff ective 
writing practice. I have learned, too, that reading student writing truly unlocks 
the secrets to revision.

In my lifetime of education, both on the front line and in the professional 
development bunker, it’s become clear that little works for every student in every 
situation. There is one notable exception, however: I’ve learned how to read, 
really read, student writing. It’s the secret Portkey that reveals everything about 
them as writers. Individual students and their words become the priority, and it’s 
easier to understand why teaching writing can’t be boiled down to simple, one-
size-fi ts-all methods. Reading the writing provides the formative assessment you 
need to make instructional decisions that fi t each student.

Every time I read a piece by a student, I want to talk to him to fi nd out 
what he was thinking and why he made certain choices, and nudge him toward 

the next iteration. I’ve learned to read the writing for each 
of the traits—ideas, organization, voice, word choice, 
sentence fl uency, conventions, and presentation—and their 
key qualities. (See page 18 for details.) I see it all, but over 
time I’ve taught myself how to zero in on one quality at a 
time and dig into it with the student. I learned this from the 
students themselves. When I become more focused in my 
feedback and more deliberate in my suggestions, they thrive. 
Comments such as “Whatever” give way to “I hadn’t thought 
of that” and “Okay, I’ll try.” And even “What do you think 
would happen if I did this?” Sweet.

Read Anne Lamott’s quote and talk 

about “shitty fi rst drafts” and what 

she is trying to help us understand about the writing process. Replace the 

word die with revise in the second quote and you’ll get a sense of where 

students are coming from when they write—or when any writer writes.

Pause and Consider

The ultimate goal, 

however, is not to

learn to trait—

it’s to learn 

how to write.© H
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9INTRODUCTION

The traits play a key role in providing terra fi rma 
for writing assessment and instruction. The ultimate 
goal, however, is not to learn to trait—it’s to learn how 
to write. Never lose sight of that.

In that spirit, this book is designed to help you 
look at and respond to your students’ writing in a 
whole new way to help them realize the possibilities 
for their work. We’ll use the traits as a framework, because they work beautifully 
in this respect, but we’ll also consider the diff erent purposes for which we write: 
to explain (informational), to tell a story (narrative), and to convince using 
reason and logic (opinion/argument). And, of course, we’ll explore the teaching 
possibilities that come from learning how to read the writing—closing the loop 
on the teaching, learning, and assessing cycle. Assessing student writing leads to 
purposeful revision.

I’m also very purposefully drawing research and thinking from the great 
giants in our fi eld, such as Don Graves, Don Murray, Anne Lamott, George 
Hillocks Jr., Mem Fox, and others. Many younger teachers have yet to be 
touched and forever changed by these educators’ profound understandings 
of how children learn to write. I’m honored to feature some of their seminal 
philosophies here and build on them to reach teachers and students in today’s 
writing classrooms.

To accomplish this, to help you to teach writing well, this book is divided 
into two parts: 1) Read the Writing and 2) Teach the Writer. In Part 1, we’ll 
explore in depth the traits model as a formative assessment tool to read what 
students have written, explore their thinking, and make meaningful, productive 
comments in feedback and conferences that lead to wise revision and editing 
decisions. The emphasis will be on guiding students to revise since that is, by 
far, the most challenging area for teachers and students alike. We’ll also explore 
the rhetorical modes for writing and their infl uence on students’ thinking about 
what they write.

In Part 2, we’ll investigate how to take what we’ve learned from reading the 
writing and design strategic lessons to teach the writer. We’ll tackle the revision 
beast and help teachers and students fi nd the sweet spot in what historically has 
been a diffi  cult area to teach and learn. Throughout the book, there will be 
examples of student writing to show the impact of informed instruction, as well 
as “Pause and Consider” moments to encourage pivotal content discussions with 
colleagues.

Before I was a writing teacher, I was a school librarian. I have always known 
the power of children’s books for showing students all that is possible. One of my 
favorite chapters, Chapter 7, focuses on reading the work of mentor authors to 
help students learn writing craft—in other words, how to read like a writer. Why 
not inspire students with the great writers whose words fi ll our bookcases and 

Assessing student 
writing leads to 

purposeful revision.
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