Chapter 1:
BEAUTIFUL BEGINNINGS

“The beginning is the most important part of the work.”
— Plato

When I was in high school, I was a sprinter on my school’s track team. When the
Montana snow melted and gave way to the warm and fragrant spring, each
afternoon would find me running drills, changing spikes in my shoes, and working to
perfect the baton exchange for the 4 x 100 relay.
To be honest, I don’t remember many details from those daily practices, but I can
remember with vivid clarity the hours we spent in the starting blocks.
Over and over and over again, I trained to find the perfect position of my feet,
careful to make sure that my “power leg” and “lead leg” were in the correct
position. Countless times I practiced placing my thumbs and forefingers on the
dusty track, making sure that my hands and shoulders were equal distance apart.
“Runners on your mark,” my coach would bellow, and I would back into the starting
blocks and place my hands in position. “Get set,” she would call out next and, on
instinct, I would lift my backside in the air, poised and ready to explode out of the
blocks.
Then came the starter’s gun. My coach would carefully watch to make sure that I
burst quickly out of the blocks. After each start, she would advise me on the
adjustments that needed to be made. Hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of
times I went through these starting drills until my body, mind, and muscles fell into a
quick, predictable, and automatic routine.
As I look back on those starting block drills, I realize why my coach spent so much
time on them. She knew, as all good sprint coaches do, that how you begin the race
has a lot to do with how you will finish it. Come out of the blocks slowly or sloppily
and it will be almost impossible to win.
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Beginnings matter. There’s a reason we say, “First impressions are lasting.” It’s
because they are. How we begin often determines the outcome of our efforts.
Think about it. This is why so many of us plan for the first moments of a job interview
or a first date, careful to think about how we will dress and what we will say. This is
why builders take time to consider and construct solid foundations before starting
the construction of an office building or house. This is why pediatricians examine
and check in with children and families so often between birth and age 3. This is why
authors (including me) carefully consider and sometimes agonize over crafting
inviting leads and introductions so that readers will stick around to read the rest of
the book.
Beginnings matter. They matter in the workplace, in
sports, and in brain development. And they matter in
the writing classroom. Before we begin teaching from
the writing resources our district has provided.
Before we start teaching correct punctuation or
sentence structure. Before we show students how to
research and draft expository text. Before all of that
we need consider how to begin.
How do we plan and design those first few weeks of
writing so that students feel welcomed into the
“club” of writers? How do we show students, from
the very first day, that writing has power and
purpose? How do we help kids become motivated to
be brave and get something down on the page? How
do we convince them that our classroom is a safe
place for ideas and words and thoughts and paragraphs to grow and develop? How
do we prove to them that writing is fun? How do we set the tone for what is to come?

Purpose of This Book
Years ago, my mother compiled a cookbook of family recipes. Over the course of
several months, she painstakingly collected, categorized, typed, printed, and bound
a collection of recipes from cousins, aunts, uncles, and grandparents. Once the
cookbook was complete, she gave each family member a copy.
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As I perused the recipes on each page, I realized what a treasure she had given us.
On page 20 I found my uncle’s recipe for the famous pear dumplings he sold at his
country store. On page 27 I found my sister’s recipe for shepherd’s pie. Page after
page of mouthwatering family recipes were at my fingertips. What a gift!
But the most treasured section of the cookbook was the section devoted to my
grandmother’s recipes. While everyone else’s contributions were scattered
throughout the book, Grandma Billie’s recipes were cataloged in a section simply
called “Billie’s Best.”
The section began with a note from my grandmother:
To my dearest granddaughters,
As your mother has requested, I have been trying to write out recipes that
I know you like, but it is hard since there is usually not a written recipe. I
learned to cook without such things. I use the sight, feel and taste method
and often change a recipe as I make it. I add things that other people find
strange, but they always like the results!
So here are the results of my efforts. As I make a dish, I have been trying
to measure everything and write down what I am doing (or trying to do),
so it has been a slow process. I hope you have lots of good meals from
my effort, and I hope you have the desire to try out my method.
All my love to each of you,
Grandma Billie
Teaching writing is a bit like cooking. We gather the ingredients and tools necessary
to inspire and instruct: reams of chart paper, smell-good markers, writing folders,
and alphabet cards. We organize our environment with the care and thoughtfulness
of a master chef who is preparing the kitchen before the dinner rush. We have some
tried-but-true lessons that we return to again and again, and we long to try some
new ones, too. Just as a chef adjusts recipes based on a customer’s needs or
preferences, writing teachers respond and adjust their lessons or instructional
methods to meet the needs of the unique learners in front of them.
I’ve written this book, in part, as a response to the countless number of teachers
who, over the years, have asked me, “How do I start? What should I teach first? Do
you have a day-by-day sequence of what you teach those first few weeks?” Of
course, I don’t have the perfect day-by-day sequence of the first few weeks of
writing because no such sequence exists. Each student (and group of students) is
different. I find that each year I tweak lessons and structures and organizational
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systems to accommodate the learners in front of me. Just as my grandmother used
the sight, feel, and taste method and often changed a recipe as she made it, I often
observe my students, listen as they share their thinking with a partner, and notice
what is working and what is not. Then I change or adjust my teaching—sometimes in
the middle of a lesson!
However, like my grandmother, I’ve been thinking about how I might launch writing
in my primary and upper elementary classroom, and then I’ve written down the
steps for you. It has indeed been a slow process.
What you hold in your hands is an invitation—an invitation to spend the
first three weeks of the school year establishing a daily, purposeful,
joyful, and sustained time for students to explore letters and language,
sentences and surprises.
The time you spend at the beginning of the school year setting the
tone for how writing will look will be time well spent. If you invest time
and energy and enthusiasm into helping students see that they are
writers and they are welcome—right from the start—it will pay off big
in the end.

What you hold in your
hands is an invitation—an
invitation to spend the
first three weeks of the
school year establishing a
daily, purposeful, joyful,
and sustained time for
students to explore letters
and language, sentences
and surprises.

Beginnings matter.
The beginning is the most important part of the work.

Navigating the Book
If you’re like me, when you pick up a book like this, the temptation is to head straight
to the lessons. Please don’t! In the next two chapters, we’ll explore some important
foundational understandings about writing and writing instruction, and we’ll
consider how your classroom environment can work to support student
independence.
The rest of the book is devoted to lessons—written to help guide you day-by-day
during the first 15 days of Writer’s Workshop. You’ll notice that lessons have been
divided into two grade-level groupings—grades K−1 and grades 2−5. The lessons in
the K−1 section were designed with emerging writers in mind, while the lessons in
the 2−5 section were designed with more developed writers in mind. But these
divisions are not absolute. If you are a second-grade teacher, you may find that your
students would still benefit from many of the lessons in the K−1 section. Likewise, as
a K−1 teacher, you might find that some of the lessons in the section for grades 2−5
are timely and helpful for your students.
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The lessons in this book are designed to slip into your daily Writer’s Workshop time.
Writer’s Workshop, a term used throughout this book, is what I call the large chunk
of time set aside to provide students with explicit instruction and the time needed
to practice writing.
A Writer’s Workshop block generally has three components:
1. Focused Mini-lesson
2. Independent Writing
3. Reflection
At the beginning of Writer’s Workshop, the teacher gathers students together for a
brief and focused mini-lesson. During the mini-lesson, the teacher explicitly teaches
writing skills, behaviors, and craft. The teacher sets the stage for writing and models
his or her own thinking and writing in front of students. Students often engage in
conversation with a partner about what they are noticing the teacher doing or
practice the skill that is being taught.
After the mini-lesson, students are invited to spend a large chunk of time writing—
trying out the new skill or craft that was just taught. During this time, the teacher is
not checking e-mail or grading papers—the teacher is teaching. He or she coaches
and confers with writers, supporting individual students with their specific writing
needs and encouraging the efforts he or she observes. During independent writing
time, the teacher is also assessing. As the teacher listens to writers and looks at
student work, he or she is attempting to answer two important questions: What is
this writer doing well? And what does this writer need next?
At the close of Writer’s Workshop, the teacher gathers the students together once
again so that they can pause and reflect on the learning and share their writing with
a partner. The teacher uses this time to summarize the focus of the mini-lesson and
celebrate the work that was done during independent writing. This reflection piece
takes roughly three to five minutes, but it is a powerful component to the workshop
structure.
Throughout Writer’s Workshop the teacher—like a doctor—learns to listen, look,
assess and connect, then take responsive action to create mini-lessons to help all
writers reach their full potential (Hoyt, Olson, Davis, and Boswell 2011).
The times listed on the next page are general guidelines and may vary depending
on the time of year and the writing stamina of the students in your classroom. For
example, kindergarten teachers who are launching a writing block in September
might begin with only 5 or 10 minutes of independent writing. Over time, as
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students’ writing stamina increases, the independent writing time can be
lengthened to as much as 30 minutes.
On the other hand, a fifth-grade teacher might be able to begin the year with 30−40
minutes of independent writing, especially if students have experienced sustained
blocks of writing time in previous grades.
Components of Writer’s Workshop
Focused Mini-lesson

Time
8−10 minutes

Teacher writes, explicitly teaches, and thinks aloud (models)
Teacher sets the stage for writing
Independent Writing
Students write
Teacher coaches and confers with writers
Reflection

20−40 minutes, depending
on the grade level and time
of year

3−5 minutes

Students and teacher gather to reflect:
• What did I learn about myself as I writer?
• What new strategy did I try and how did it work?
• How can I use what I learned to help me as a writer?

Each lesson found in this book is designed using the predictable structure of
Writer’s Workshop described above. In each lesson you will find the following
components:
Materials
• Each lesson will begin with a list of materials that you’ll want to prepare ahead
of time and have ready to go.
Short Description
• I’ll begin each lesson with a short description of a single, specific, and narrow
focus. This focus will set the tone for the think-aloud, partner interaction, and
modeled writing.
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Step-by-step Suggestions
• Embedded in each lesson are several steps to follow. Each step provides you
with clear direction, so you can keep the mini-lesson focused. Remember,
powerful mini-lessons are brief and focused.
Think-alouds and Modeling
• I never ask children to do something they haven’t seen me do first, so
embedded in each lesson is an opportunity for you to think aloud and model
your own writing in front of students before asking them to write. Donald
Graves, in the book Children Want to Write, said, “Writing is a craft. It needs to
be demonstrated to your students in your classroom, which is a studio, from
choosing a topic to finishing a final draft. They need to see you struggle to
match your intentions with the words that reach the page” (Newkirk and Kittle
2013).
Partner Talk
• Woven throughout each mini-lesson are several opportunities for you to pause
your teaching and offer students a chance to reflect on what they have just
learned and talk about it with a partner. When we provide opportunities for
students to think, talk, and wonder, we invite them to become active
participants in their own learning and we send the clear message that, in this
classroom, we are a community of learners.
• I have provided some questions you can use to encourage discussion, but you
may wish to tweak these to meet the needs of your students.
• Most teachers find it helpful to assign partners, so no time is wasted trying to
find a partner once students join you at the whole class meeting area. If you
change partnerships once a month, students will have a chance to work with a
variety of classmates throughout the year.
Independent Writing
• After you’ve taught the mini-lesson, you’ll release students to engage in
independent writing. During this section of the lesson, I’ll give you some helpful
tips on what to look for and what you might expect to see as you circulate
around the classroom.
Reflection
• In each lesson, you’ll also find guidance for what to say and do during the
reflection time at the end of Writer’s Workshop. This will usually be a time when
partners share their writing and talk about how things went during independent
writing time. The reflection time also gives you another chance to summarize
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and review the focus of the lesson and celebrate all that you saw students doing
during independent writing.
Modeled Writing
• Each mini-lesson includes modeled writing samples. These are meant to serve
as a springboard for you to create your own pieces of writing. The students in
front of you long to hear about your life and the people and places and events
that are important to you. Your modeled writing doesn’t need to be perfect.
Remember that you are modeling process, thinking, and decision-making.
• It’s important to remember that the real power of teacher modeling is
unleashed when you create a piece of writing in front of the students, so don’t
give in to the temptation to simply display my modeled writing and explain
what was done. Be brave, jump in, and create your own!
Anchor Charts
• At the end of most lessons, you’ll find a sample anchor chart to support student
learning. Early on in the year, I call this a “reminder chart” before I introduce the
term “anchor chart.” There is compelling evidence that learners are more likely
to remember what is taught when the teacher provides a visual to accompany
what they say (Mraz and Martinelli 2014). I strongly encourage you to support
your teaching and help your students learn more by creating a visual to help
them remember what you’ve taught.
• I could have simply used the term “charts” to identify the visual
support for each lesson, but I chose the term “anchor charts”
because I firmly believe that these charts can help “anchor” the
learning for students. In order for this to happen, it is my firm belief
that these anchor charts need to be created with students and in
front of students. Your goal is not a picture-perfect, Pinterestworthy anchor chart. Your goal is to create a visual representation
of the lesson, so students can access it later.

Your goal is not a pictureperfect, Pinterest-worthy
anchor chart. Your goal is
to create a visual
representation of the
lesson, so students can
access it later.

• Use the provided anchor charts as they are, or tweak them to meet
the varied needs of your particular group of learners.
• Once you’ve created the anchor chart, display it where students can see it
clearly and access it easily during independent writing. Be sure to show
students how you use these charts to help you craft your writing, too.
• Don’t forget to add visual supports. You’ll notice that all of the anchor charts I
include in this book contain not only text but also visual support in the form of a
little drawing or sketch. These visual representations of the text support
emergent readers as well as students who are learning English as an additional
language. A picture can be worth a thousand words!
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• Take pictures of your anchor charts, so you can refer to them the next school
year. These photos can be powerful reminders to you of what you taught and
how you taught it.

Why Start with Personal Narrative?
You’ll notice that each lesson I’ve created is grounded in the genre of personal
narrative. In my modeled writing, I’m writing about events and stories and episodes
from my life. I’m describing settings and following a sequential order.
There are a few reasons why I decided to ground the first three week’s lessons in
personal narrative:
• Even if you’re new to Writer’s Workshop, chances are you probably have
engaged in some sort of personal narrative writing in your classroom and feel
somewhat comfortable with this kind of writing. It makes sense to start with
something you’re comfortable with.
• For kindergarten and first-grade students it also makes sense to start the school
year by asking them to draw and write about themselves and their lives—these
are topics they know well!
• For older students, beginning the year with a personal narrative allows them to
focus most of their mental energy on learning structures and behaviors of
writers while writing in a familiar genre.
• When students write about the places, people, and events in their lives, it helps
you get to know them better and find out more about the diverse and varied
backgrounds that make up your classroom. When you model and write about
your own life, it helps students get to know you and trust you. And when
students share their thinking and writing with classmates, it helps students get
to know and appreciate others.
While it’s true that many of the lessons I’ve included in this book focus around
personal narrative, it doesn’t mean that, during the first few weeks of Writer’s
Workshop, all students must write in that genre. You may find that some of your
students are venturing out into other genres during independent writing time. Some
students may decide to create comic strips or write about fictional characters. If so,
great! There’s no need to demand that everyone write personal narratives.
Remember: In these first few weeks, you’re setting the tone and establishing the
structures and practices of Writer’s Workshop while helping students to create a
passion and energy for writing. So even though a lesson might be grounded in
personal narrative, resist the urge to require all writers to write that way. Let your
students enjoy some freedom in topic and genre selection.
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Furthermore, resist the urge to stick with personal narrative for months and months.
I often tell teachers, “It’s fine to start the year with personal narrative, but don’t set
up a tent, build a campfire, and settle in there for the long haul.” There are so many
other genres to explore!
Writers need explicit instruction showing them how to write in response to their
learning, how to communicate points of view that are clearly supported by facts, and
how to create summaries, explanations, informational reports, nonfiction poems,
procedures, technical texts, and so much more (Hoyt and Boswell 2012). These kinds
of writing experiences comprise the bulk of writing done by adults at home and in
the workplace. They also represent the majority of writing that students will do
throughout their years in school.
So use personal narrative as a way to help you launch the first few weeks of Writer’s
Workshop. Perhaps even spend a couple more weeks really digging in and exploring
this genre. But then move on and enjoy all of the other kinds of writing students can
do.
My hope is that the lessons in this book will serve as a catalyst and a springboard
from which you can create your own writing mini-lessons throughout the year. These
lessons are just the beginning!

Chapter 1: Beautiful Beginnings

21

