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Writing to a Prompt Unit of Study: Grades 4






See below for a brief outline of each lesson
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday

	How Writers’ Workshop Prepares You for a Writing Test

	A Prompt Is Like a Game
	Entering the World of the Game (Understanding the Prompt)
	How to Connect with an Idea That’s Not Your Own

	Connecting Through a Similar Experience You’ve Had

	Connecting Through a Friend’s Experience
	Connecting Through Something You’ve Seen or Heard Somewhere
	Rehearse By Talking
	Talking Through Someone Else’s Topic
	Carrying On an Internal Dialogue

	“Reshaping” a Topic You Already Know to Fit the Prompt
	Embellishing the “Truth”
	Staying On Topic
	Weaving In Good Writing Techniques
	Revising Through Self-Assessing

	Revising: Teacher Choice
	Editing Your Work: Thinking About the Conventions
	Editing: Teacher Choice
	Staying Interested in a Topic (Intellectual Stamina)
	Maintaining Physical Stamina


Lesson ideas based on Writing to the Prompt
 by Janet Angelillo.  “When school years are planned based on units of study in writing, most students have ample opportunity to write in varied genres on topics of their choice. However, (this unit is) meant to lead students through the writing process with assigned topics.  The work is engaging with someone else’s idea and using thinking and writing strategies to develop the idea, draft, revise, and so on.” –Angelillo, 2005


Note: As students revise and edit their pieces based on prompts, teachers may include (and/or repeat) any lessons on revision and editing techniques needed as demonstrated in student writing. 

Brief Outlines of Lessons for Writing to the Prompt Unit of Study
Please note: the suggestions given for independent writing are merely possibilities.  Teachers can and should substitute writing a piece or pieces in response to any teacher-chosen prompt on any day or days of this unit.  This writing can be simply planning and/or drafting a portion or all of a piece or can be an entire experience through all the stages of the writing process, taking a piece to completion. On which days and for which prompts is a matter of teacher choice but should try to incorporate whatever points already addressed within the unit. It may be beneficial to have one or two particular prompted pieces that students work on throughout the entire unit, or teachers may wish to have students engage in numerous prompted pieces throughout the unit, each at whichever stage or stages of the writing process that reflects the objectives of the lesson which is being taught.
How Writers’ Workshop Prepares You for a Writing Test:

Basically this lesson explains to students the idea presented in the quote from Janet Angelillo above, namely, that in learning to be a good writer and employ strong writing techniques in topics of their own choosing, they have also been learning how to write good pieces when the topic is not their own.  The hard part is for them to become intellectually connected to the assigned topic and to employ the strategies and techniques they have been learning all along to this topic.  Independent writing on this day could entail students discussing with one another in small groups, those strategies and techniques they have learned throughout the year and perhaps sharing in their writing some examples of these techniques.

A Prompt Is Like a Game:

Taking advantage of a milieu with which many students are very familiar, this lesson describes how in a game (video or other) the player must live by “rules” set up by the game’s creator.  A writing test is similar in that the “rules” or parameters of the topic that is assigned have been set by someone else and it’s up to the “player” or test-taker to “participate” or write within those rules. Independent writing on this day could include having students describe, orally or in their Writer’s Notebooks, instances (gaming or otherwise) where they have had to live by “rules” set up by someone else, and how they approached and managed that task.
Entering the World of the Game (Understanding the Prompt):

Continuing with the metaphor of a game, in this lesson students discuss how one must understand the rules or parameters that were set up within the world of the game in order to play it effectively.  Likewise students must read and understand the “rules” of the topic they are being assigned to write about.  During independent writing on this day students might take a look at the rules of games and how they know what to do based on those rules.  They might also look at some assigned writing topics and discuss what “rules” are being set up for that particular writing piece.
How to Connect With an Idea That’s Not Your Own:
During this lesson students consider how they must become engaged with the topic that is being assigned in the prompt and must connect with the idea of the prompt on an intellectual level, even though it is not of their own choosing.  Just as in a game, the player must become engaged with the characters and situations of the game and interact effectively, when writing to a prompt that is not one’s own, students must get involved with the topic in a way that will allow them to “win” by writing a good piece.  Over the next few lessons, students will learn several actual ways to connect with a prompt. For independent writing on this day students might look at some prompts and consider/write about whether or not they are already connected to them.
Connecting Through a Similar Experience You’ve Had:

For this and the next two lessons, it would be helpful to have a particular prompt to use for demonstration/teacher modeling purposes, as well as others with which students can practice the procedure.  As a continuation from the previous lesson, students learn that they can achieve the necessary intellectual connection with a topic that is not their own by attempting to apply personal knowledge they’ve gained through a similar experience they may have had to help them in writing about the prompt with detail and voice.  For example, if being asked to write about a time spent at a performance of some sort, a student who has not actually been to a live performance might engage with the prompt by thinking of a time spent at a movie and generating possible details to include in the writing by adapting and extrapolating from the similar experience to the prompted one.  During independent writing students might use some prompts to discuss/write briefly about similar experiences they’ve had which would help them with these.
Connecting Through a Friend’s Experience:
Similar to the previous lesson, students learn in this lesson how they can use experiences friends or family have had to help them find the details to incorporate when connecting with a prompt for which they may lack actual personal experience.  Once again teachers could model this procedure.  For example, if prompted to write about a time when the writer has won something, a teacher might model that although he/she has never won anything, a friend or relative has, and he/she can use that experience to imagine the details to put into the prompted writing piece. During independent writing students might once again try to connect to various prompts by considering someone else’s experience and either discuss or write briefly about this vicarious experience.

Connecting Through Something You’ve Seen or Heard:

Similar to the previous two lessons, in this lesson students consider how they can use experiences they’ve only heard about or seen in some other situation to help them imagine details to write about when elaborating to fit a prompted piece. They might remember seeing something similar in a movie or reading about a similar situation in a book.  The memories they have of how a certain situation occurred in a setting that is not their own, can help them fill in details to use in their writing, as if the experience happened to them.  For example if a prompt asks them to write about a time they found something, but they don’t recall a personal experience that fits, nor an experience by a friend or relative, they might remember seeing a movie or reading a book in which someone finds something.  By remembering what happened in that situation, they can pull some of those details into their writing to provide the rich and precise details they need to include.  During independent writing, they can again look at prompts and discuss/write briefly about how they might apply this strategy.

Rehearse by Talking: 

Based on discussions of how to connect to and involve themselves intellectually with a prompt while entering into the “rules” or parameters set by the prompt, students begin to come up with ideas and details to fit a certain prompt given to them by the teacher. In this lesson, they talk out in pairs or small groups how they would approach doing just that.  They would rehearse what ideas come to them in response to the prompt and describe how it is they are connecting to and coming up with the ideas.  They would then rehearse a general outline of what they might write about given that prompt. The teacher could model how she/he would do this oral rehearsal during the focus lesson and then during the independent writing time students could actually meet with one another and spend the time doing what is described above.
Talking Through Someone Else’s Topic:

Following up from the previous lesson, students continue to meet in pairs or small groups to talk through topics given to them by someone else and not of their own choosing.  Within the partnership or group, students can give each other topics to talk about.  The teacher could model this during the focus lesson, perhaps with the help of another adult. For example, an aide in the room might “assign” the teacher the topic of sailing.  The teacher might demonstrate that although she has no personal experience with sailing, she has a friend who sails.  She also has seen a movie about sailing.  By connecting with the topic in these two ways, she can come up with quite a few interesting details she could include in a discussion and eventually a written piece about sailing. During the independent writing time, students could give each other topics to talk about and students could note how they use the previous taught strategies to connect with the topic and come up with things to say (and eventually write) about the topic that was not their own and with which they may not have had personal experience.
Carrying on an Internal Dialogue:

Based on the strategies learned about connecting to a prompt and becoming engaged with it intellectually, in this lesson students learn that they should carry on a dialogue in their heads before they begin responding to the prompt.  They should consider and talk through internally the strategy(ies) they use to connect with the prompt and conduct the oral rehearsal without a partner.  Doing all this prior to writing helps a student plan for the elaborative details he/she will include in the piece. During independent writing students could write the interior script of the dialogue they have with themselves as they read and think through a prompt.
“Reshaping” a Topic You Already Know to Fit the Prompt:
During this lesson students learn another possibility as they work through the planning stages of a prompted piece.  Students often have topics particular to themselves to which they return again and again when they choose what to write about.  For example one student may often write about his dog.  Another may often write about competing in gymnastic meets.  Upon reading a prompt, students may be able to find a way to “reshape” a topic they’ve already written about in such a way that it can also fit the assigned prompt.  For example, in a prompt about telling the story of something you’ve done well or a time you’ve been successful, the student who often writes about his dog may be able to relate the story of successfully training his dog to do a new trick.  The gymnast may be able to write about performing a routine for which she won a gold medal.  By returning to the “well” of topics of choice, students may be able to stretch and reshape one to fit a prompt.  During independent writing students could look through Writer’s Notebooks and/or old pieces while thinking about prompts they’ve investigated to see if a familiar topic could be “reshaped” to fit any of the prompts.
Embellishing the “Truth”
Following along with the ideas percolating through the past several lessons on connecting with and finding details to include in a writing piece as well as “stretching and “reshaping” a topic to fit a prompt, students discuss in this lesson ways in which to incorporate details in their writing that may not actually be part of their own or anyone’s experience, but may help add elaborative detail to the piece.  Students need to consider how all the strategies they have learned to build detail for a prompted piece of writing, pulling in possible interesting and elaborative details to the piece from whatever source they imagined them (from their own experience, a friend’s experience, a movie or book, an old topic, etc.)  Students also need to learn how to meld the various details together and integrate them into a piece of writing so they seem to fit seamlessly into a piece that sounds like a personal narrative based on their actual own experience.  This concept of embellishing upon “the truth” is one that students often need to understand in the context of the purpose and audience for this particular piece. This piece isn’t about giving a completely accurate view of one’s life as much as about writing an entertaining, interesting, well-organized narrative full of elaborative details  that fit the prompt, to be read and scored by anonymous evaluators based on a set description of strong writing characteristics (the state rubric).  Students need to understand this.  During independent writing students might go back to old personal narratives and discuss together details they can imagine (gleaned from the variety of sources listed above) that could have added more elaboration to the piece but didn’t actually happen in the actual event. 
Staying on Topic:

In this lesson students learn the importance of relating all the details they are thinking that they can include in their piece, as imagined through all of the connecting/reshaping/embellishing experiences noted above, to the prompt itself so they can be assured that they stay on the topic assigned to them in the prompt without drifting too far away.  During the focus lesson the teacher could model ideas that would constitute getting off topic with less relation to the prompt being discussed.  Students could continue to discuss instances of straying from the topic through looking together at written examples.  This could be during guided practice or could be extended into independent writing time.  Students could find examples in their own pieces (either older narratives or in any prompted writing you have been attempting thus far in the unit).
Weaving in Good Writing Techniques:
During this lesson it is important for students to realize that throughout the course of this year and in years previous, they have been learning about good writing and what techniques authors use to make their writing strong.  When they write to a prompt they should remember and utilize whichever of those techniques that would make for strong writing, regardless of the fact that they have not chosen this topic.  All the lessons they have had on writing strong beginnings and ending, incorporating voice, varying sentence structure, including rich vocabulary and figurative language, using dialogue, telling the interior story, etc., should be considered when writing and revising this prompted piece.  Students need to know that all those techniques they studied and tried in the pieces they wrote on topics of their own choice, are fair game for a prompted piece as well.  The teacher can model how she/he might go back to some revision techniques discussed earlier in the year and consider how she/he might incorporate them into the piece being discussed.  During independent writing students can go back to pieces they have already worked on, examine them for techniques they used and then discuss or work on how they might use some of those same techniques in a prompted piece they have either already completed or are currently working on.
Revising Through Self-Assessing:

If teachers haven’t already done so, this could be a lesson where the MCAS rubric is introduced and/or discussed, starting with the portion assessing idea/topic development.  Students need to be familiar with the standards according to which their prompted piece will be assessed.  Moreover, they need to be able to look at their own piece, as they work through revising it, and assess it according to this rubric.  In this lesson, the teacher could model how he/she would assess his/her own piece according to this rubric.  During guided practice students might assess some examples using this rubric in small groups, commenting especially on why they assessed the piece as they did while noting what the writers did or didn’t do that led to that particular assessment.  Then during independent writing students could do the same with their own prompted pieces, again commenting in written or verbal format, why they assessed their own pieces as they did according to what strengths and/or needs their piece demonstrates in relation to the rubric.  Students need to be able to assess their own piece as they work through it and revise it on the day of the actual assessment, so that their piece does grow and improve through the stages of the writing process during the assessment itself.

Revising-Teacher Choice:

During this lesson, teachers can revisit or teach any revision strategy or technique that they still observe their students needing in preparation for the writing assessment.  Teachers can use several days for this based on the needs of their students.
Editing Your Work: Thinking About the Conventions:
During this lesson students should become familiar with the conventions portion of the MCAS rubric, if they haven’t done so already.  Similar to the lesson on the revision portion of the rubric, they should learn to assess their own work according to the standards given in the conventions portion of the rubric.  Teachers could model using their own pieces of writing.  Students could practice together using student examples. Finally students could work independently on editing their own pieces all under the auspices of the editing portion of the state rubric.  This might also be the day to discuss the usage of a dictionary for the MCAS Long Composition.
Editing-Teacher Choice:
As with the revision lesson noted above, teachers can use this lesson or a few lessons to revisit or teach editing rules (punctuation, paragraphing, grammar, spelling, etc) they observe that their students need to address.

Staying Interested in a Topic (Intellectual Stamina):
In this lesson, the teacher demonstrates what to do if one become disinterested in the topic as one is writing, or even before one writes.  This can be a problem since the topic is not one chosen by students.  Going back to the game metaphor, teachers can model how they might work through those moments of disinterest by thinking about “beating” the game, trying to get past certain levels (stages of the writing process), and getting to the end, all while doing one’s best at achieving a high final “game score” (meeting the standards listed in the MCAS rubric).  Students must understand that they need to maintain an intellectual engagement with the topic at least for the assessment period.  They can discuss ways in which they can keep their minds focused on the task and topic.
Maintaining Physical Stamina:
Similar to the previous lesson, students need to maintain their physical stamina to engage in a long writing experience.  Teachers can model things they might do to keep their bodies as well as their minds engaged in the task.  For example they might put their pencils down and stretch out their hands or arms.  They might shake out their hands or arms.  They might briefly close their eyes.  They might rub or apply a slight pressure to their heads or faces, Etc.  Of course, students must know that any of this must be done without distracting anyone else.
DRAFT


