
  The Write Beginning
Instruction that starts with the end in mind and guides 
students to become more effective writers
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Introduction: The End

Why would a book entitled The Write Beginning begin with “The End”? It’s
because the end is the best place to start. Having a clear picture of what a final
product will look like ensures that we can identify the important elements and
understand how they all fit together purposefully.

Returning from a local big-box store, a young family gathered together to cut
open the cardboard box that contained a recently purchased large item of furni-
ture. The box itself seemed rather compact, not at all large enough to contain
the bulky item that had been purchased. They anxiously opened the box and
began to pull random pieces of wood, bits of iron, and fasteners from it. The
pieces quickly spread around the room and in no way resembled the item of fur-
niture that they were hoping to have in the end. Searching through the box, they
located the instructions for assembly. Beginning with the largest pieces, they
started to combine the elements together in the way that was described in the
manual. It was not long before they discovered that they were in over their heads
with their construction project, and the frustration level started to escalate. How
does one attach a hinge to a door? Do the doors open in or out? Which one goes
on the left and which one on the right? How do all the pieces fit together in a
way that is meaningful? It was the seven-year-old future engineer who came to
the rescue. She eagerly found the lost piece of cardboard that clearly illustrated
the final product—the picture on the box. She simply stated: “I know where this
piece goes—it shows you on the picture on the box.” The family found they
could examine the picture of their goal and determine how the pieces should fit
together. It wasn’t long before the random pieces started to resemble the final
product, their goal. Although they needed to carefully follow the step-by-step
directions, it was the illustration that kept them focused on the final product. It
was their beacon, their target, their exemplar. They were able to measure their
progress in terms of how closely their work resembled the target. They knew
that, in the end, all the pieces would fit together, and they would have a final
product similar to the one on the cover of the box.

This story illustrates the importance of setting clear goals with young writers.
If they have a clear picture of the final product, they will find it easier to deter-
mine how the seemingly random pieces may fit together. By keeping this target
in mind, they will gain the perspective to step back from the frustration of the
moment and see the bigger picture. It gives them a clear goal, and they can mea-
sure their success as writers in terms of this goal. They understand how and why
the pieces fit together, and will find it easier to apply their learning. If writers
begin with a clear vision of the final product, the individual skills associated
with it seem to lose their randomness and become integral components of the
complete piece. Begin with the big picture, break it into the smaller compo-
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nents, then use these components to construct the complete piece. Simple—just
like assembling furniture!

We have all heard the adage, “Begin with the end in mind.” This is a familiar
concept to many in the business world. Stephen Covey’s Seven Habits of Highly
Effective People describes the importance of having a clear vision of a goal and
setting a personal mission statement to help reach this desired outcome. This is
intended to help align one’s actions with values and principles as a way of striv-
ing to achieve the desired outcome.

Stephen Covey may have coined the phrase, but the principle is an underly-
ing belief in most successful teaching philosophies. Students need to have a clear
vision of the expectations and learning outcomes, as well as the ways in which
they will demonstrate their learning. They need a clear vision of the assessment
process that will be used to evaluate their work, and they need to see their learn-
ing as purposeful, valuable, and authentic. As young writers, they need to
understand the final target, identify the components that make it successful, and
receive feedback along the way. Rick Stiggins (2006) believes that “students can
hit any target that they know about and holds still for them.” When we work
with students to set clear targets, they are much more able to reach these goals.

What is the End? The end is the final target that we set with our students. It is
the final product, the goal that the students need to reach. To begin with the end
in mind means that the students have a clear understanding of the product they
will be required to produce, knowledge of the elements they need to include,
and a thorough understanding of the process with which they will be assessed.
This ensures that students are active participants, rather than passive observers,
in the assessment process. With assessment-based learning, there is no surprise
for students, there is no mystery, and there is an open dialogue between student
and teacher. Students have a clear understanding of the target, a realistic under-
standing of how far they are from it, and what they need to do in order to reach
it. When we use assessment-based learning, we are involving our students in
understanding the criteria for success and actively participating in creating the
tools with which they will be evaluated.

Anne Davies (annedavies.com) describes the role of assessment-based learn-
ing: “In order to support student learning, classroom assessment needs to
involve students deeply in the assessment process, provide specific, descriptive
feedback during the learning, and include evaluative feedback as required to
communicate and report progress over time.” She states,

Students need to know what they already know, what needs to be learned and
what success looks like. Students also need to learn how to guide their own
learning through being involved in setting and using criteria, giving themselves
feedback for learning, setting goals, collecting evidence and communicating that
evidence of learning to others.

As we involve students in their assessment, they become self-reflective self-
monitoring learners who assume more responsibility for their learning. They
show greater engagement and a deeper understanding of their strengths and
needs as learners. When students actively participate in setting goals, they are
able to articulate their learning and use assessment as a tool from which they can
continue to learn, rather than a final summative evaluation.

Using assessment-based learning to strengthen students’ writing is highly
beneficial. Not only do young learners become better writers, but they become
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more competent at articulating their strengths and setting goals for their next
piece of work. Using exemplars and mentor texts helps students understand
high levels of writing and determine the features of each piece that make it suc-
cessful. Involving students in setting success criteria enables them to see the
elements in each mentor text and set realistic targets to include in their own
writing. In this way, we move away from a focus on conventions and toward a
focus on content, style, voice, and form. Students need to be encouraged to take
risks and try creative things with their writing, improving their word choice and
ideas. Involving students in discussions about their writing through descriptive
feedback enables young writers to articulate their strengths, needs, and desires
for their work. They are able to point out the features they think are strong,
experiment with new strategies, and set goals for their continued growth.
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