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Interactive Writing: A Small Practice
With Big Results, Pre-F–5
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Interactive Writing: A Small
Practice With Big Results
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nteractive writing is a powerful approach to writing instruction. Initially
designed to support emergent writers, it has been used recently in upper
primary classrooms with great success. When done on a regular basis,
interactive writing has the potential to improve students’ independent writing.
The method is systematic and follows a predictable routine but is far from a
teacher-scripted approach. Rather, it harnesses the natural interactions you
have with students as they compose a writing piece. In this book, we call it a
small practice with big results.
By small, we mean that interactive writing is manageable. It is a singular
and straightforward practice that pulls your language and literacy program
together around a shared piece of writing. Interactive writing stands alone as
a method for you to master while simultaneously complementing your other
methods of instruction. It is designed to be part of a rich and balanced program
of literacy instruction.
The potential results are big both for students and for you. Interactive
writing is, at its heart, a collaborative and interactive experience. As you
work to understand this approach to teaching, which delves deep into the
writing process, you and your students inevitably have rich conversations
about writing. The method has been shown to improve students’ independent
writing, which is the ultimate goal (Roth & Guinee, 2011).
Along the way, you will also work through the many facets and
components of writing in small steps. Immersing ourselves in this method has
crystallised our understanding of the qualities of good writing and instruction.
We hope that as you read this book and try out interactive writing in your
classroom, you will experience the same “aha” moments that we have.

H

Our Story

©

Kate: My Journey to This Book
The story of this book begins more than 20 years ago when I was a new
teacher. I was trying different methods of instruction to help my year
ones learn to read and write. At that time, Irene Fountas was the literacy
coordinator at my school. She was advocating that teachers incorporate a
relatively new method called interactive writing.
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Together Irene and I taught interactive writing lessons in my classroom,
and I was hooked from the beginning. I loved the energy of the lessons, the
way I was pulling together my entire literacy curriculum in every interactive
writing session, the opportunity to reach so many students at different levels
while creating a community of writers, and the rich and authentic products we
created.
Throughout the next several years, I implemented interactive writing
on a daily basis with my early primary students in both urban and suburban
classrooms. It became one of the core teaching practices in my class. During
this time, I also trained as a Reading Recovery teacher. The more I learned
about students’ literacy development and how assessment informs good
instruction, the more I was convinced of the power of this practice to help
improve students’ independent writing.
When I pursued my doctorate in language and literacy, my research
focused on interactive writing in the early primary years. I was thrilled,
although not surprised, that my research findings confirmed my classroom
experience: Interactive writing is a powerful method for improving students’
independent writing. My studies offer five main conclusions about the
effectiveness of interactive writing (Roth, 2009; Roth & Guinee, 2011):
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1. During interactive writing sessions, teachers are able to address a wide
range of concepts and strategies about writing. Lessons regularly address
concepts related to ideas, organisation, word choice, sentence fluency,
voice, conventions of print, spelling and handwriting. These findings
confirm results from a study by Brotherton and Williams (2002)
indicating that interactive writing can provide “many opportunities to
teach critical and fundamental literacy concepts” (p. 8).
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2. Students who participate in interactive writing show growth on multiple
measures of independent writing. Students are able to transfer the many
skills and strategies addressed in each lesson.
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3. Students at all levels of literacy can benefit from interactive writing
instruction. Although not all students progress in all areas
simultaneously, interactive writing is an effective way to differentiate
instruction within a whole-class lesson.
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4. Interactive writing is relatively easy to implement in that it is cost- and timeeffective. Minimal materials are needed, and the lessons are relatively
short in duration.

©

5. Interactive writing can be a valuable component in a comprehensive early
literacy program. Although it is a rich and effective method, it is not a
method that is meant to be used in isolation. The approach is designed
to be a valuable part of a balanced early literacy framework that
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Discover the power of interactive writing! This chapter introduces
the method by analysing finished pieces from pre-school through to
year five (Pre-F–5). As we move through each piece, we uncover the
hidden teaching processes within.
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A First Look at Interactive
Writing
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ood teaching happens when we consider the end goals for students.
Before a lesson begins, you think about your student writers: who they
are, what they need next in their writing development, and how you will
get them there. It is with that same spirit that we jump into the exploration of
interactive writing. We have thought a lot about your needs as writing teachers
and how best to support your writing instruction. And so we begin with our
quick definition of the interactive writing method, followed by snapshots of
finished interactive writing pieces. These pieces may spark your interest,
prompt your thinking and cause you to ask questions. We invite you to
consider the power and possibilities of interactive writing.

Interactive Writing: Quick Definition

©

H

aw

ke
r

Interactive writing is a dynamic instructional method during which the
teacher serves as the expert writer for her students as they work together to
construct a meaningful text while simultaneously discussing the details of
the writing process. Together, they plan, compose and review text in a variety
of genres. The “interactive” piece involves group
collaboration in planning and composing the writing
through guided conversation and a unique “sharing the WHAT TEACHERS ARE SAYING
I like that interactive writing explicitly teaches
pen” technique where students do the actual writing.
Throughout interactive writing, there are frequent and models all aspects of writing in one short,
daily mini-lesson. We are able to cover so much
opportunities to differentiate instruction in order
in such a short amount of time.
to meet individual student needs. For example, the
– Krystle (Pre-F)
teacher selectively chooses how each student will
participate in the lesson. This decision is informed
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Excursion and Cooking Activity (Foundation Year)

Excursion to Art Museum (Year Four)
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Every year four should have a chance
to go to the art museum. One reason is
that learning outside of the classroom is
interesting and exciting. We learned how
art can tell a story. For example, we saw a
painting of a girl who falls in love with a
crusader, her father’s enemy. If you allow
your students to go to an art museum,
they will also learn about the feelings and
emotions of an artist and how they express
these in their artwork. An example of this
is when Pablo Picasso was in his “blue”
period, he painted pictures using dark
tones to express his depressed feelings and
mood. These are the reasons why every
year four should have an opportunity to
visit an art museum.

Walking Tour of Neighbourhood (Year One)

38
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Part 2: Initiate Sentence Building (Draft)
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After the initial setup, you move into sentence building with students by
asking something like, “How can we say this in a sentence?” or “How might we
write this? What words would we say?” If your sentence is a continuation from
the previous one, you might simply begin with “What comes next?”

Part 3: Prompt and Negotiate Discussion (Draft and Revise)
As students begin sharing their ideas for the sentence, your role remains
important yet becomes nuanced. Remember, your role is to lift the quality of
language and voice while honouring the words and phrases students suggest.
You prompt student thinking, advance the discussion and evaluate the quality
of the sentence by saying things like the following:
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Composing begins in two ways. If this is a new piece, quickly refer back to the
Pre-write conversations and then transition students into the actual sentence
building. If this is a piece that was started in a previous session, you do two
things: (1) remind students of the overall purpose and
goal for the writing and (2) reread aloud everything that
WHAT TEACHERS ARE SAYING
has been written thus far. This second step models what
It is eye opening. As students are talking, I can
real writers do when they sit down to write: They reread
hear their struggles. Because the process is
their earlier work. This is an important skill for your
broken down sentence by sentence, I can really
students to learn and apply in their own independent
hear their thinking in the moment.
– Atara (Year Five) writing.

Does someone else have another idea of how we might say this?

•

Can someone add on to the sentence?

•

How can we take those ideas and put them together in one sentence?

•

Listen as I say the sentence aloud. What do you think? Is that saying
what we want it to say?

•

Does our sentence sound clear?

•

Let’s make sure this makes sense with our last sentence.
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•

Should we start our sentence differently from the last one?

•

Will [insert audience] be able to understand it if we say it this way?

•

Is there another word we can use to make our sentence more clear?

•

Does this sound right?

•

[Propose two sentences] Which one sounds better to you?

•

Does it say what we want it to say?

•

Did we use the best words for our audience?
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Interactive Writing Piece: Class Email to the School Librarian (Year Four)
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Extensions: (1) The teacher sent the email to the librarian, and (2) the teacher annotated the writing and
turned it into a genre exemplar – Writing Emails to Teachers

138
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Eight Points for
Preparation
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Preparation and planning are the keys to a successful interactive
writing lesson! Learn more about these important points for
implementation and consider the following questions: What
classroom management routines can help me prepare for a smooth
interactive writing lesson? How should I organise my classroom and
materials for a successful lesson? How do I plan thoughtfully for
interactive writing?
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1. Teach routines first
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ow that you have been introduced to interactive writing, it is time to
give it a try in your classroom! In this chapter, we offer eight points to
consider before you begin:

2. Create a comfortable space for optimum learning

Br

3. Highlight important writing resources
4. Use and organise materials in strategic ways
5. Prepare to make thoughtful teaching decisions
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6. Consider carefully the time of day to deliver the lesson
7. Select the structure: whole class or small group
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8. Be patient with yourself
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Most of these points are not unique to interactive
writing. They are the characteristics of good teaching
in general. That said, interactive writing is a complex
method of instruction that requires thoughtful
planning. Intentional organisation and solid classroom
management will facilitate a smooth and productive
experience for you and your class.
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WHAT TEACHERS ARE SAYING

Don’t give up on the first try! It takes practice
to get the students used to the process, but if
you stick with it, the rewards are plentiful. PreFoundation is not too young to start interactive
writing! I was a little sceptical at first. However,
after the first lesson, I was blown away on how
well my kids did and how much they enjoyed it.
– Krystle (Pre-F)
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Experience
The class was engaged in a science unit on the five senses.
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PRE - FOUNDATION

Pre-write
They planned to write a sentence on each sense. The teacher explained that they would make
posters to share what they learned with others who visited their classroom.
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Compose
They reread the two posters from the senses already completed. Then they discussed what they do
with their nose and formed one concise sentence beginning with the word we.
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Share the Pen
They focused on:
•
Spaces between words
•
Capital letter at the beginning of a sentence
•
Letter formation
•
High-frequency word we
•
Listening to the first sound or two sounds at the beginning of a word
•
Putting a full stop at the end of a sentence
Notice that the teacher chose to write the ell in smell, the ith in with and the ou in our.
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Review
Find …
•
The word we
•
The first word in our sentence
•
The mark that tells us to stop reading
•
A tall letter that goes to the top of the line

164

Extend
•
The teacher cut the sentence into individual words and reassembled it on the board as the
last activity in the lesson. The students counted the number of words written that day.
•
Each sentence was mounted on a poster to hang on the wall for rereading. The posters were
illustrated with photos of the students pointing to the described body part.
Frequency and Duration
The class worked on their posters for five consecutive days. Each day they wrote about one sense
in a lesson lasting approximately 10–15 minutes.
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