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The five Featuresof Effective Writing N focus, organization, support and elaboration, style,
and conventionsN are a valuabletool for understanding good writing and organizing your
writing instruction. By teaching these features, you can help your students become more
effectivewriters in anygenre,at any level,and make your writing instruction easierto manage
at the same time. This series of articles, written with the support of the North Carolina
Department of Public Instruction, will show you how.
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Teaching the features of effective
writing

By organizingyour instruction around focus, organization,support and elaboration,
style, and conventions,you can help students become more effectivewriters and
make your own job easier.

BY KIMBERLY BOWEMND KATHLEEN CALI

Weteachchildren how to read books but not how to readtheir own writingEUnless we
show children how to read their own writing, their work will not improve.O
N Donald Graves,A Fresh Look at Writing

At the beginning of the year, one of us asksour sophomoreswhat aspectof their writing
they would most like to improve. Inevitably, some respond Ol want to improve my
handwriting,0 or Ol donOtknow how to use commas.OCertainly penmanship and
punctuation are important, but what havewe done to make studentsthink that theseare
the most important aspects of writing?

Teachingwriting is hard and often frustrating. For decadesteachershave assigned
writing, graded it, and watched pages coveredin red ink stuffed into the backs of
notebooks, never to be read again. Many teacherswill admit to being uncomfortable
teaching writing in the first place: while early gradesteachereducation programs spend
hours upon hours on teaching reading, they spend far lesstime on teachingwriting, and
secondaryteachersmay haveno preparation for this work at all. Students,too, can easily
grow frustrated asthey are askedto write more and are assesseanore thoroughly on their
writing than ever before, but donOtee a reward for their work. More writing, as we all
know, is not necessarily better writing.

Part of the difficulty in teachingand learning writing is that few tasksinvolve so many
complex, interwoven layers as writing. Composing a piece of written communication
demandsan understanding of the content, knowledgeof the audienceand the context,and
the ability to use appropriate conventions for that audience and context.

Teaching writing, learning writing, and editing our own writing is easierwhen we
break aparttheselayers.This is why North Carolina now basesits writing assessmentn
five Featuresof Effective Writing. By focusing on what is most important in a piece of
written communication, thesefeaturesnot only provide teacherswith a more objectiveset
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of criteria for assessingwriting; they also provide students with a framework for reading
and improving their own writing.

What are the Features of Effective Writing?

The five Featuresof Effective Writing are focus, organization, support and elaboration
style andconventions

Focus

Focusis the topic/subject establishedby the writer in responseto the writing task. The
writer must clearly establisha focus ashe/she fulfills the assignmentof the prompt. If
the writer retreatsfrom the subjectmatter presentedin the prompt or addressest too
broadly, the focus is weakened. The writer may effectively use an inductive
organizational plan which does not actually identify the subject matter at the
beginning and may not literally identify the subject matter at all. The presence,
therefore, of a focus must be determined in light of the method of development
chosenby the writer. If the readeris confusedaboutthe subjectmatter, the writer has
not effectively establisheda focus. If the readeris engagedand not confused, the
writer probably has been effective in establishing a focus.

Organization

Organization is the progression, relatedness,and completenessof ideas. The writer
establishesfor the readera well-organizedcomposition, which exhibits a constancyof
purpose through the development of elements forming an effective beginning,
middle, and end. The response demonstratesa clear progression of related ideas
and/or events and is unified and complete.

Support and Elaboration

Support and Elaborationis the extensionand developmentof the topic/subject. The
writer provides sufficient elaborationto presentthe ideasand/or eventsclearly. Two
important conceptsin determining whether details are supportive are the conceptsof
relatednessand sufficiency. To be supportive of the subject matter, details must be
relatedto the focus of the response.Relatednesshasto do with the directnessof the
relationship that the writer establishesbetween the information and the subject
matter. Supporting details should be relevant and clear. The writer must present
his/her ideas with enough power and clarity to causethe support to be sufficient.
Effective use of concrete, specific details strengthens the power of the response.
Insufficiency is often characterized by undeveloped details, redundancy, and the
repetitious paraphrasing of the same point. Sufficiency has lessto do with amount
than with the weight or power of the information that is provided.

Style

Style is the control of language that is appropriate to the purpose, audience, and
context of the writing task. The writerOsstyle is evident through word choice and
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sentence fluency. Skillful use of precise, purposeful vocabulary enhances the
effectivenessof the composition through the use of appropriate words, phrasesand
descriptions that engagethe audience. Sentencefluency involves using a variety of
sentencestylesto establish effective relationships betweenand among ideas, causes,
and/or statements appropriate to the task.

Conventions

Conventions involve correctnessin sentenceformation, usage,and mechanics. The
writer hascontrol of grammatical conventionsthat are appropriateto the writing task.
Errors, if present, do not impede the readerOs understanding of the ideas conveyed.

Where did the Features originate?

The North Carolina Writing Assessmentbeganin the 1990sby scoring student writing on

four criteria: main idea, support and elaboration, organization, and coherence.With the

1999 revision to the English LanguageArts Standard Course of Study, the StateBoard of

Education and the Department of Public Instruction reevaluatedthis assessmentWith

input from educators,DPI adopteda new rubric that matchesthe new curriculum, meets
concernsof community and businessleaders,and incorporatescontemporaryapproaches
to teachingand evaluatingwriting. Severalother statesuse similar modelsin teachingand

assessing student writing.

How do the Features help teachers?

Integrating the Featuresof Effective Writing into the planning, drafting, revising, editing,
and publishing phasesof the writing process helps teachersto improve their writing
instruction by:

¥ Providing objectivecriteria for assessingtudentwriting. When faced with a stack of
papersto grade, teachersoften slip into focusing on surface details or aspectsof
writing that are easiestto grade. The Featureshelp teachersto focus their comments,
conferences, and direct instruction on the most critical features of effective writing.

¥ Focusingdirectwriting instructionand conferencesn the right featureat the right time.
Rather than teaching a strict sequence of composition and grammar lessons
throughout the year, teacherscan provide students with flexible instruction in the
appropriate feature when they needit most during the writing process.Teacherscan
teach lessonson focus and organization when students are planning their writing.
During revision, teacherscan provide lessonson support and elaborationor style, or,
if necessaryreviewfocus or organization. Lessonson conventionscan be reservedfor
the editing phaseof the writing process,as studentspreparetheir work for sharing or
publication.

¥ Giving equalweight(and equalinstructionalpriority) to eachfeature Focusand style are
often neglectedin writing lessons,while conventions and organizations are widely
taught N sometimesto excessBy giving equal weight to the five Features,teachers
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can ensure that students receivethe instruction they needto improve all aspectsof
their writing.

How do the Features help students?

The Features of Effective Writing can help students to become better writers by:

¥ Allowing studentgo focustheir attentionon just onefeatureat a time. By reducing the
cognitive demandsof writing, studentscanfocus on the aspectof writing that is most
important at each step of the writing process.

¥ Providingstudentsvith moreopportunitieto succeeldyfocusingn areasof strengtraswell
asweaknes£valuating student writing with five distinct scoreshelps studentsto see
themselvesas multidimensional writers, with weaknessesand strengths. Students
who are poor spellers can be recognizedfor the quality of their ideas, while perfect
spellersmay realizethat correctwriting is not necessarilyinteresting writing. Students
can learn to recognize their strengths and work to improve their areas of weakness.

¥ Making expectationsisibleto studentsWhen students know the criteria by which they
will be evaluatedthey no longer haveto rely on the teacherto make judgments about
the quality of their writing. They can instead use the Featuresto revisetheir writing
continually.

¥ Teachingstudentso becomeritical reader®f their ownwriting. Studentswho are taught
to diagnose and correct their own writing problems are on their way to becoming
self-regulated, independent writers. By providing instructional support, including
demonstrations of writing strategies, writing Othink-alouds,Qguided practice in
small-group settings, conferences with teacher and peers, and opportunities to
transfer strategiesto new contextsand genresof writing, teacherscan move students
toward independence.

¥ Teachingstudentgo becomeritical reader®of the writing of others Students can use the
Featuresto evaluatetheir peers@vriting in order to give constructivefeedbackduring
confere nces. Students can also learn to read critically and evaluatethe writing of
professional authors and to appropriate their techniques.

What research says about the Features

North CarolinaOsnodel of five Featuresof Effective Writing is similar to another model,
the Six Traits of Writing 1 on which there has been significant recent research.Although
researchon the effectivenessof teaching the Six Traits? is relatively new, severalstudies
show that the quality of writing improvesvhenstudentsaretaughtto usethis modelto evaluate
their writing. In a study in Oregorﬁ three fifth-grade classroomswhere teacherstaught the
Six Traits as part of the writing processwere compared to three classroomsin which
studentslearnedonly the process.Studentsin the Six Traits classroomsscoredhigher on
the state writing assessment than students in the process-only classrooms.

These preliminary results are confirmed by earlier researchshowing that teaching
writing scalessuch as the Featuresof Effective Writing or the Six Traits improves the
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quality of studentsQ@vriting. In his meta-analysisof twenty-five yearsof writing research,
George Hillocks (1986) concluded that writing scaleswere the most effective way to
improve student writing.

Researchalso showsthe importance of integrating direct instruction into the writing
process.Studies of classroominstructional modes haverevealedthat classroomsusing an
Oenvironmental®ode of instruction, in which direct instruction was integrated into the
writing process,were much more effectivethan classroomsthat used the writing process
alone. Unlike the OnaturalprocessQlassrooms,which were characterizedby low teacher
input (a lack of direct instruction and guidance)and high student input, environmental
classroomswere characterizedby high input from both teachersand students, including
both direct instruction and guided practicein small groups. The leasteffectiveclassrooms,
characterizedby high teacherinput and low student input, focusedon teachingtraditional
grammar and provided students with few opportunities to evaluateor revise their own
writing.

Another study of effective language arts instruction in high schools, conducted by
researchersat the National Center for English Learning Achievement, confirmed that
teachersin higher achieving schools were more likely to teach skills in context, while
teachersin more typical schoolstendedto teachskills in isolation with few opportunities
for students to practice them in authentic contexts.

Other studies support teaching students specific procedures for diagnosing and
correcting their own writing problems. In studies of proceduralfacilitation, studentswere
taught to evaluatetheir writing using question cards that helped them comparetheir
writing to their original purpose, to diagnoseany problems, and to operate to fix the
problems to match their purpose (Bereiter and Scardamalia,1987).Researcherdavealso
successfullyused cognitive strategyinstruction and self-reguIatedstrategydevelopmeniS to
teach struggling writers proceduresfor planning and reviewing their writing (Harris and
Graham, 1992).

References
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Focus

BY KATHLEEN CALI

When | wasin college,my English professorreturned a paperto me with the comment,
OWell-written,but whatOsour point?OAt first | was incensed, but after | calmed down |

realized that he might just be right N So what? What good were my fluid sentencesmy
cleverturns of phrase, my picture-perfectspelling and grammar, if 1 had nothing to say?
After | becamean English teacher,| read more than my share of Obed-to-bed€dories and
Oall-about@eports that left me with that same question: OSowhat?OMy writing and the
writing of many of my students lacked a cledocus

More than just the main idea

Focusis the Featureof EffectiveWriting that answersthe question OSdVhat?(An effective
piece of writing establishesa single focus and sustains that focus throughout the piece.
Justas a photographerneedsto focus on a particular subjectto produce a clear picture, a
writer needsto focuson a single topic or main ideain orderto producean effectivepieceof
writing. But finding a focus means more than just knowing what to photograph or write
about. Good photographers also think about what they want their photograph to
communicateThis affectstheir decisionsabout how to frame their subjectin the shot, and
whetherto zoom in for acloseupor zoom out for a wide angleshot. Similarly, writers must
think aboutwhat their topic should communicate. For a newspaperreporter, for example,
finding a focus for a story meansfinding an Oangle,@ perspectivefrom which to tell the
story.

Focus, therefore, involves more than just knowing what your story is about, but
understanding why you are writing it in the first place. Without a clear focus, students®
stories, reports, and essaysdegenerateinto lists of looselyrelated eventsor facts with no
central ideato hold them together, leaving the readerto ask OSowhat?CBy establishing a
clear focus before they start to write, students can craft their writing into a coherent,
unified whole. Finding a focus helps students find the significance in their stories, the
message that they want to convey to their audience, their reason for writing.

Establishing a clear focus also helps readers understand the point of the piece of
writing. ReadersdonOtwant to read a mishmosh of unrelated ideas; they read to learn
something new, to be surprised, to gain a new insight on an old idea, to view something
from a new perspective or angle.
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Focusis also the critical feature that drives all the other features. Focus determines
what choices the writer makes about everything from organizational structure to
elaborativedetails to word choice, sentencelength, and punctuation. At the same time,
effective writers take advantageof the appropriate supporting featuresto strengthen the
focus of their writing.

Finding focus: before writing and during revision

A critical factor in establishinga focusis settinga goal Studiesby writing researchersshow
that goal-settingis an important elementof planning for mature adult writers (Bereiterand
Scardamalia, 1987; Hayes and Flower, 1980). Bereiter and Scardamalia found that
immature writers engagedin little goal-directedplanning before they wrote. Instead, most
of their planning occurredon the fly while they werewriting, using a Owhanext?Gtrategy
to write the next sentence.Rather than viewing their text as a whole, immature writers
focusedon localized,surface-leverevisionsthat did little to improve the quality of the text.
Bereiter and Scardamalia characterized this immature writing process as a linear
Oknowledge-telling@rocess. For mature writers, however, planning and revising were
goal-directed,recursive activities that occurred at a global level throughout the writing
process.As a result, for mature writers, writing becomesa Oknowledge-transforming®
processthat not only improves the quality of their writing, but also movesthem toward
greater understanding of their topic.

The time for students to think about focus, therefore, is beforethey beginto write,
during the prewriting phase of the writing process. Critical to establishing a focus is
knowingyour audience Who will read the piece of writing, and why? What will readers
know or expect when they sit down to read?

Author Katie Wood Ray suggeststhat students not only need to know what they are
going to write about; they also need to be able to envision a range of possible roles,
audiences, and forms for their writing. This ability to envision multiple possibilities
requires exposureto a wide range of genresby a wide range of authors. Studentscan also
use expressivewriting, such asjournal writing, personal experiencenarratives,and other
forms of exploratorywriting, to exploreand experimentwith different perspectiveghat will
help them find their focus. Strategiessuch as RAFTS (Role,Audience,Form, Task, Strong
verb) can help students find their focus before they begin writing.

Guiding questions for focus

Although it is important for studentsto think aboutfocus beforethey begin writing, focus
canalsobe strengthenedthrough thoughtful revision. Studentsand teacherscan use these
guiding questions during revision conferences to strengthen the focus of their writing.

1. What is the most important point in your piece?
2. Does the piece stay focused on the most important topic or the main event?
3. Are there any ideas or events in your story that do not strengthen the main focus?
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Lesson plang that help students learn to find and strengthen their focus are available.
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Organization

BY KATHLEEN CALI

When | wasa writing resourceteacher,l wasa fountain of formulas, readyto spout forth
the appropriate formula for eachtype of writing: OFirst,Next, LastOfor narratives, ASO2
(Audience, Situation, Opinion, Two Reasons)for persuasivewriting, and of course, the
all-purpose five-paragraphessay.For many students, writing instruction rarely extends
beyondthesesimplistic recipes.But teachingorganizationis much more complicatedthan
teaching students the formula for a five-paragraphessay.Although formulaic writing can
help scaffold studentsCearly efforts at writing a particular genre, the scaffolding must
eventually be removed to allow students to grow as writers.

If focusis the foundation for constructing a piece of writing, organizationis the the
structural framework for that writing. Organization is important to effective writing
becauset providesreaderswith a framework to help them fulfill their expectationsfor the
text. A well-organized piece of writing supports readers by making it easyfor them to
follow, while a poorly organized piece leads readersthrough a maze of confusion and
confounded or unmet expectations.

Organization, simply put, is the logical progressionand completenessof ideasin a
text. Instruction in organization focuses on two areas: text structures specific to the
particular genre and the cohesiveelements that tie clauses,sentences,and paragraphs
together into a cohesive whole.

Text structures

A textstructure is the framework of atextObeginning, middle, and end. Different narrative
and expositorygenreshavedifferent purposesand different audiences,and so they require
different text structures. Beginnings and endings help link the text into a coherent whole.

BEGINNINGS: HOOKING YOUR READER

Whereto beginis a crucial decisionfor a writer. Justasa goodbeginning candraw a reader
into a pieceof writing, a mediocrebeginning candiscouragea readerfrom reading further.
The beginning, also called the lead or the hook, orients the readerto the purpose of the
writing by introducing charactersor setting (for narrative) or the topic, thesis, or argument
(for expositorywriting). A good beginning also setsup expectationsfor the purpose, style,
and mood of the piece. Good writers know how to hook their readersin the opening

Organization | 11


/lp/people/59

sentencesand paragraphsby using techniques such as dialogue, flashback, description,
inner thoughts, and jumping right into the action.

WHATOS IN THE MIDDLE?

The organization of the middle of a piece of writing dependson the genre. Researchers
haveidentified five basicorganizationalstructures: sequencedescription, causeand effect,
compare and contrastand problem and solution

Sequenceusestime, numerical, or spatial order as the organizing structure. Some
narrative genresthat use a chronological sequencestructure are personalnarrative genres
(memoir, autobiographicalincident, autobiography),imaginative story genres (fairytales,
folktales, fantasy, sciencefiction), and realistic fiction genres. Narrative story structures
include an initiating event, complicating actions that build to a high point, and a
resolution. Many narrativesalsoinclude the protagonistOgoalsand obstaclesthat must be
overcome to achieve those goals.

As earlyaskindergarten, children canbeintroduced to basicinformational genresthat
are organized sequentially, including learning structures for writing instructions,
experimental recounts and experimental procedures. Older students can learn to use
timelines to organize biographies, oral histories, and recounts of current and historical
events.

Description is used to describe the characteristic features and events of a specific
subject (OMyCatO)or a general category (OCatsOPescriptive reports may be arranged
accordingto categoriesof related attributes, moving from generalcategoriesof featuresto
specific attributes.

ChildrenOsnitial attemptsat descriptivereports often are OAllAboutOreports that have
little internal organization. Informational alphabetbooksand riddle books Ican be usedto
introduce kindergarten children to the writing of descriptive reports through shared or
interactive writing. Older children can learn to developcategoriesof related attributes to
organizetheir reports by using webs, conceptmaps, and software such as Inspiration and
Kidspiration. Expectation outlines (Spiegel, 1981)are another strategy that can help
students anticipate the categories of information found in a report.

Causeand Effect structure is usedto show causalrelationships betweenevents.Cause
and effect structures organize more sophisticatednarrativesaschilden becomemore adept
at showing the relationship between events. Young children also can begin to extend
opinion essaysby giving reasonsto support their opinions using the word becauseSignal
words for cause and effect structures also includf&then, as a resujtandtherefore

Comparison and Contrast structure is used to explain how two or more objects,
events,or positions in an argument are similar or different. Graphic organizerssuch as
venn diagrams, compare/contrastorganizers, and data matrices can be used to compare
featuresacrossdifferent categories Primary gradechildren canbegin to usewords such as
sameand differentto comparethings. Other words usedto signal comparisonand contrast
organizational structures include alike in contrast similarities differencesand on the other
hand

Problem and Solution requireswriters to statea problem and come up with a solution.
Although problem/solution structuresaretypically found in informational writing, realistic
fiction also often uses a problem/solution structure that children can learn to identify.
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ENDINGS: BEYOND OHAPPILY EVER AFTERO

Anyone who haswatcheda greatmovie for ninety minutes only to haveit limp to the finish

with weak ending knows that strong endings are just as critical to effective writing as
strong beginnings. And anyonewho has watchedthe directorOsut of a movie with all the
alternate endings knows that even great directors havetrouble coming up with satisfying
endings for their movies. Just like directors, writers have to decide how to wrap up the
actionin their stories,resolvingthe conflict and tying up looseendsin awaythat will leave
their audiencesatisfied. Studentwriters struggle with writing strong endings, often relying

on the weak Olhad a lot of funOsummation or the classicOltwasjust a dreamQending to
rescue them from their stories.

The type of ending an author choosesdependson his or her purpose. When the
purposeis to entertain, endings may be happyor tragic, or a surprise ending may provide a
twist. Endings can be circular, looping back to the beginning so readersend where they
began,or they canleavethe readerhanging, wishing for more. Endings can be deliberately
ambiguous or ironic, designedto make the readerthink, or they can explicitly state the
moral of the story, telling the readerwhat to think. Strong endings for expositorytextscan
summarize the highlights, restatethe main points, or end with afinal zinger statementto
drive home the main point to the audience.

Cohesion: the glue that holds the structure
together

If narrative and expository structures are the framework, cohesive elements such as
transition words are the glue that holds these structural elements together. Transition
words show the relationship betweendifferent sentencesand ideas. Poor writers tend to
looselyconnecttheir sentenceswith and and then Good writers use transition words that
show causaland logical relationships betweenwords, sentencesand paragraphs,such as
becausand after.

TRANSITION WORDS
There are six categories of transition words:

1. Spatialorder. Words usedin descriptivewriting to signal spatialrelationships,such as
abovebelowbesidenearby beyondinside and outside

2. Time order. Words usedin writing narratives,and instructions to signal chronological
sequence,such as before, after, first, next, then, when, finally, while, as, during,
earlier, later, and meanwhile.

3. Numerical order. Words usedin expositorywriting to signal order of importance, such
asfirst, secondalsq finally, in addition, equally importantand more or less importantly

4. Causel/effectorder. Words used in expositorywriting to signal causalrelationships,
such asbecausesincefor, sq as a resulttonsequentlyhus and hence

5. Comparison/contrast order. Words used in expository writing to signal similarities
and differences,such as (for similarities) alsq additionally justas asif, asthough like,
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and similarly, and (for differences) but, yet only, although whereasin contrast
converseljoweveron the other handather, insteadin spite gfandnevertheless

6. General/specific order. Words used in descriptive reports and arguments to signal
more specific elaboration on an idea, such as for example suchas like, namely for
instancethat is in fact in other wordsandindeed

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR ORGANIZATION

These guiding questions for organization can help students make sure that they have
provided coherent transitions between the ideas in their writing.

¥ Does your piece have a clear beginning, middle, and end?

¥ Does your piece have a strong beginning that hooks the reader?
¥ Does your piece have a strong ending that fits the focus?

¥ Are the ideas and actions connected to each other?

¥ Can your reader follow the piece logically from beginning to end?
¥ |s it complete? Does it feel finished?

References
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Support and elaboration

BY KATHLEEN CALI

Support and elaboration consists of the specific details and information writers use to
developtheir topic. The key to developingsupport and elaborationis getting specificGood
writers use concrete,specific details, and relevantinformation to construct mental images
for their readers.Without this attention to detail, readersstruggleto picture what the writer
is talking about, and will often give up altogether.

Two important concepts in support and elaboration amufficiencynd relatedness

Sufficiency refers the amount of detail N is there enough detail to support the topic?
Any parentwho hasaskedhis or her child what happenedat schoolknows how hard it is to
getachild to elaborateon a subject. Teachershavea similar problem getting their students
to elaboratewhen they write. Good writers supply their readerswith sufficient details to
comprehend what they have written. In narrative writing, this means providing enough
descriptive details for the reader to construct a picture of the story in their mind. In
expository writing, this means not only finding enough information to support your
purpose,whether it is to inform or persuadeyour audience,but also finding information
that is credible and accurate.

Sufficiency, however,is not enough. The power of your information is determinedless
by the quantity of details than by theiguality.

Relatednesgefers to the quality of the details and their relevanceto the topic. Good
writers selectonly the details that will support their focus, deleting irrelevant information.
In narrative writing, details should be included only if they are concrete, specific details
that contribute to, rather than detract from, the picture provided by the narrative. In
expositorywriting, information should be included only if it is relevantto the writerOgyoal
and strengthens rather than weakens the writerOs ability to meet that goal.

Teaching support and elaboration

The first stepin developinga story or essayis learning to add sufficient information. In
many classrooms the recipe for improving support and elaborationis to Osprinkle@ piece
of writing with more details. But randomly adding details without relating them to the
overall purpose of the writing rarely improves quality.

Why do students have so much trouble developingand elaborating on their topics?
Many of the problems students havewith elaborationstem from their inability to take the
perspectiveof their readers In oral language,children have conversationalpartners who
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canaskfor more information asit is needed.When studentsmake the transition from oral
to written language,they needto learn to provide those conversationalprompts for more
information on their own. This means they need to learn to think like a reader,to read
their own writing from the readerOperspectivefilling in the gapsfor an audiencethat is
not physically present.

Conferencingis at the heart of helping students developsupport and elaborationin
their writing. Studentscan learn to revise by asking questionsabout their writing and the
writing of others during conferenceswith the teacherand with peers. Teacherscan first
model how to ask questionsto add more information, from general requeststo Otellme
moreCGto more specific Owhowhat, where, when, why, and howOquestions.Once students
have learned to ask questions and add information, they can learn to delete irrelevant
details that weaken the writing and to make details more specific and concrete.

Show, donOt tell: support and elaboration in
narrative writing

The bestadvicefor developingsupport and elaborationin narrative writing is OShowgdonOt
tel.OGood writers help their readersimagine the story by describing the action, providing
sensorydescriptions,and explaining characters@oughts and feelings. Poetsare especially
adept at using precise details to focus on specific, concrete, observable things or
experiences.

Some ways that writers Oshow, donOt tellO include the following:

¥ Description of action. Students often have difficulty elaborating on action in their
narratives. Many beginning writers rush through the action in a story, condensingit
into a few short sentences. Just as slow-motion replay helps television viewers
understand the action in a sporting event, good writers can slow down a moment,
breaking down an eventinto a moment-by-momentreplay of the action. Studentscan
learn to use slow motion replaysto slow down a moment and to use action chainsto
elaborate on the actions in a sentence.

¥ Description of physicalstates.Goodwriters use sensorydetailsto provide their readers
with concreteimagesthat help them construct a picture of what is happeningin the
story. Good writers use sensorydetailsto show readerswhat things in their story look
like, sound like, smell like, taste like, and feel like. Similes and metaphors can also
help readersconstructa picture by comparing the objectbeing describedto something
they know. Students can learn to construct images with words by identifying the
imagery in poetry and using guided imagery to construct their own word pictures.

¥ Descriptions of internal states.Although most studentswould rather watch the movie
than read the book, books have an advantageover movies becausethey let the reader
inside the characters@houghts and feelings. Beginning writers, though, often neglect
to include either their own or their characterOhoughts and feelings when they write.
OThoughtshots@.ane,1999) and journals help studentsget inside the minds of their
charactersand revealtheir inner thoughts and feelings. Thoughtshots and journals
canalsobe usedto help studentslearn to take different perspectiveshy getting inside
the minds of people from different times, places,cultures, and backgrounds.Good
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writers also use dialogue to reveal a characterOpersonality, internal thoughts, and
feelings and to provide background information about the story.

Finding the right information: support and
elaboration in expository writing

Information is the key to developingsupport and elaborationin the expositorygenresN
informational, critical, and argumentative writing. While writers of narratives can often
rely solely on their own observationsand inner resourcesto developtheir writing, writers
of expository genres have to look outside themselvesfor the information they need to
develop their writing. As a result, in expository writing, the ability to find relevant
information is just asimportant asthe ability to effectivelyuse that information to develop
a topic. Knowing how to use facts, statistics,examples,and anecdoteso developa topic is
not enough; studentsalsoneedto learn the research,evaluation,and notetaking skills that
will help them find that information.

Finding sufficient information. In the Information Age, students have no trouble
finding lots and lots of information on any subjectthey can type into an Internet search
engine. Many students never bother to consider the source of their information, though,
giving equalweight to information they find in the equivalentsof the NewYork Timesand
the National Enquirer The real challenge,then, is not finding sufficient information, but
teaching students to separate the wheat from the chaff.

As a result, teachingstudentsesearctand evaluationskillsis critical to the developmeruf
supportand elaborationin expositorywriting. Students need to be taught how to (a) locate
multiple sources of information in books, on the internet, and from people in their
communities, (b) critically evaluate the credibility, accuracy, and relevance of that
information, (c) separatefact from opinion, and (d) cite their sourcesso their readerscan
make their own judgments aboutthe credibility of their information. In addition, teaching
notetaking and summarization skills cuts down on plagiarism by helping studentslearn to
translate ideas into their own words.

Finding relevantinformation. Knowing who the audienceof a piece of writing will be
is critical to developingrelevant support. When children target their writing to a specific
audience,they quickly learn to selectonly the information that is relevantto that audience.
Information thatis convincing or useful for one audiencemay haveno effecton a different
audience.

Students can learn rhetorical techniques to tailor their support to their audience,
asking whether their audiencewould respond better to using facts, statistics, or personal
anecdotesto support their argument. Students can also learn strategiesfor selectingthe
information that is strongestand most relevantto their audience,to deleteweak,irrelevant
information, andto arrangetheir information from strongestto weakest.Summarizing the
sameinformation for different audiencesalsohelps studentslearn to identify the factsthat
are relevant to a specific audience.
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Guiding questions for support and elaboration

FOR NARRATIVE WRITING:

¥ Is your story developed with specific details that are related to the main event?

¥ Do all of the details move the story along?

¥ Doesyour story haveenough elaborationso that your readercan seeand feel what is
happening?Can you show me an examplewhere your readercan seeor feel what is
happening?

FOR INFORMATIONAL WRITING:

¥ Is your essaydevelopedwith specificinformation (facts, statistics,etc.)that is related
to the main topic?

¥ Does all of the information support the main topic?

¥ Does your essay have enough information to fulfill your readerOs needs?

FOR ARGUMENTATIVE WRITING:

¥ Is your essay developed with specific details that are related to the main topic?
¥ Does all of the information support the main argument?
¥ Does your essay have enough supporting evidence to persuade your reader?
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Style

BY KATHLEEN CALI

A writerOsstyle is what setshis or her writing apartand makesit unique. Styleis the way
writing is dressedup (or down) to fit the specific context, purpose, or audience. Word
choice, sentencefluency, and the writerOsvoice N all contribute to the style of a piece of
writing. How a writer chooseswords and structures sentenceso achievea certain effectis
also an element of style. When Thomas Paine wrote OTheseare the times that try menOs
souls,0he arranged his words to convey a sense of urgency and desperation. Had he
written OThese are bad times,O itOs likely he wouldnOt have made such an impact!

Style is usually consideredto be the province of literary writers. Novelists such as
Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner and poets such as Emily Dickinson and Walt
Whitman are well known for their distinctive literary styles. But journalists, scientists,
historians, and mathematiciansalso havedistinctive styles,and they needto know how to
varytheir stylesto fit different audiences.For example,the first-person narrative style of a
popular magazine like National Geographicis quite different from the objective,
third-person expositorystyle of aresearchjournal like ScientificAmerican eventhough both
are written for informational purposes.

Not just right and wrong

Styleis not a matter of right and wrong but of what is appropriatefor a particular setting
and audience.Considerthe following two passageswhich werewritten by the sameauthor
on the same topic with the same main idea, yet have very different styles:

OExperimentshow that Heliconius butterflies are less likely to ovipost on host plants that
possesseggs or egg-likestructures. Theseegg mimics are an unambiguous exampleof a
plant trait evolved in response to a host-restricted group of insect herbivores.O

OHeliconiushutterflies lay their eggson Passifloravines. In defensethe vines seemto
haveevolvedfakeeggsthat makeit look to the butterfliesasif eggshavealreadybeenlaid on
them.O(Examplefrom Myers, G. (1992). Writing biology:Textsin the socialconstructionof
scientific knowledg®ladison: University of Wisconsin Press. p. 150.)

What changedwas the audienceThe first passagewas written for a professional journal
read by other biologists, so the style is authoritative and impersonal, using technical
terminology suited to a professionalaudience.The secondpassagewritten for a popular
sciencemagazine,usesa more dramatic style, setting up a conflict betweenthe butterflies
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and the vines, and using familiar words to help readersfrom non-scientific backgrounds
visualize the scientific conceptbeing described.Eachstyleis appropriatefor the particular
audience.

Elements of style

Many elementsof writing contribute to an authorOstyle, but three of the most important
areword choigesentence fluen@ndvoice

WORD CHOICE

Good writers are conciseand precise, weeding out unnecessarywords and choosing the
exactword to convey meaning. Precise words N active verbs, concrete nouns, specific
adjectivesN help the readervisualize the sentence.Good writers use adjectivessparingly
and adverbs rarely, letting their nouns and verbs do the work.

Good writers also choosewords that contribute to the flow of a sentence.Polysyllabic
words, alliteration, and consonancecan be usedto createsentenceshat roll off the tongue.
Onomatopoeia and short, staccato words can be used to break up the rhythm of a sentence.

SENTENCE FLUENCY

Sentenc#iuencyis the flow and rhythm of phrasesand sentencesGoodwriters use a variety
of sentenceswith different lengths and rhythms to achievedifferent effects. They use
parallel structures within sentencesand paragraphsto reflect parallel ideas,but also know
how to avoid monotony by varying their sentence structures.

Goodwriters alsoarrangetheir ideaswithin a sentencefor greatesteffect. They avoid
loose sentences,deleting extraneouswords and rearranging their ideas for effect. Many
studentsinitially write with alooseroral style,adding words on to the end of a sentencein
the order they come to mind. This rambling style is often describedas a OworddumpO
where everything in a studentOsnind is dumped onto the paperin no particular order.
Thereis nothing wrong with aword dump asa startingpoint the advantageof writing over
speakingis that writers canreturn to their words, rethink them, and revisethem for effect.
Tighter, more readable style results when writers choose their words carefully, delete
redundancies,make vaguewords more specific, and use subordinate clausesand phrases
to rearrange their ideas for the greatest effect.

VOICE

Becausevoice is difficult to measurereliably, it is often left out of scoring formulas for
writing tests.Yetvoices an essentialelementof stylethat revealsthe writerOgersonality. A
writerOsvoice can be impersonal or chatty, authoritative or reflective, objective or
passionate, serious or funny.
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Teaching style

READ-ALOUDS

The bestwayto teachstudentsabout styleis to havethem listen Listening to good writing

read aloud will help students developan ear for different styles. The bestwriters have a
distinctive style that readers can most appreciatewhen they hear it aloud rather than
reading it silently. As studentsdeveloptheir ear for different styles,they can comparethe
stylesof different authorsin the same genre, examine how writers changetheir stylesfor

different audiences,and consider which stylesare most effective for different audiences,
genres,and contexts.Read-aloudf picturebooks,poetry, and playshelp studentsdevelop
an ear for language that they can transfer to their writing.

When you read aloud in class,have students think of the reading as a performance
Many an ear for language has been deadenedby that dreaded classroom affliction N
round-robin reading. The worst way to teach students about style is to have them read
aloud with no rehearsal.A writerOsstyle is lost when students stumble and stutter over
unfamiliar words. Instead, reading aloud should include activities such asreaderOtheater,
choral reading of refrains, and echoreading that give studentsthe opportunity to rehearse
the writerOstyle and cadencebeforereading to an audience.Readingaloud for an audience
also helps students become aware of the effect of word choice, sentencestructure, and
voice on that audience.

MEMORIZATION

Although memorizing and reciting poems, folktales, speechessermons, soliloquies, and
songsmay seemarchaic, memorization helps studentsinternalize different oratoricaland
poetic styles. Teachingstudents oratorical and storytelling techniquescan help them think
about how words and sentencestructures are usedfor dramatic effect. Evenmemorizing a
joke helps students think about style.

WRITING IN DIFFERENT VOICES

Differences in characters@ersonalities N their stylesN are often revealedthrough the
words they speak. Younger students can practice assuming different voices:angry, sad,
whiny, excited,scared,dreamy.What words would they use?What would the words sound
like? Would their sentencesbe long or short? Older students often havedifficulty moving
away from a chatty, conversationalvoice to the more authoritative voice of expository
writing genres; practice with an emphasis on voice will help.

FINDING LIVELIER WORDS

Elementary students should learn to use a thesaurus.Have them make word collection®f
strong verbs, concrete nouns, and precise adjectivesand adverbs.Ask them to identify
vague, generic words in their own writing and brainstorm livelier alternatives.

Older studentscan learn to envision themselvesin the setting they are describingand
brainstorm words that concisely convey vital elements of that setting. As Partricia
oOConnomrites, Olfyou ride, think of a horseOgait: walk, trot, canter, gallop. If youOre
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musical, use your toe or an imaginary baton to mark the tempo: adagio,andante,allegro,
presto. Think of an oncoming train, the waves of the sea, wheels on a cobblestone street.O

SENTENCE COMBINING

One of the most effective methods for helping students develop sentence fluency is
sentencecombining. In sentence&ombiningactivities, students combine short sentences
into fluid passagesSentencecombining helps students move awayfrom the short, choppy
simple sentencesof beginning writers toward longer, more complex sentences.These
activities can also help studentslearn to tighten up their sentencesand to rearrangethem
to achievedifferent effects. Strong (2001) uses sentence-combiningactivities to study the
stylistic choices that professional writers make.
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On the Web

Lesson plans with style
http://www.learnnc.org/support/writing-lessons-style

Ideas for teaching style to your students.

Ernest HemingwayOs Kansas City Star Stories
http://www.kansascity.com/mld/kansascity/news/special_packages/hemingway/
Newspaper articles published in the Kansas City Star and thought to be authored by
Hemingway.

William Faulkner on the Web
http://www.mcsr.olemiss.edu/%7Eegjbp/faulkner/n-sf.html

This excerptfrom the FaulknerOFhe Soundand the Fury, told from the point of view of Benjy, a
mentally retardedcharacter,is a good exampleof how different characterscan speakin different
styles.
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Conventions

What research and best practice show about teaching grammar and spelling.

BY KATHLEEN CALI

Theteachingof formal grammar has a negligible or, becauseit usuallydisplacessome
instruction and practice in actual composition, even a harmful effect on the
improvement of writing.

N Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer, 1963, quoted in Hillocks, 1986, p. 133

Fifty yearsof researchinto grammar instruction confirms what many teachershavelong
suspected:when it comesto improving writing, traditional grammar instruction simply
doesnot work. In fact, the most unequivocalconclusion reachedby GeorgeHillocks in his
1986 meta-analysisof twenty-five yearsof writing researchwas that traditional grammar
instruction wasthe most ineffective method of improving writing

Many teachers, though, worry that throwing out all instruction in grammar and
conventionswill produce a generation of studentswho are unable to write an intelligible
sentence.So whatOs teacherto do? Rather than eliminating instruction in conventions,
the Featuresof Effective Writing model puts conventionsin their proper place in the
writing processN at the end, where they can be considered only after students have
revised their writing for the other four features, as they prepare to publish their work.

What are conventions?

Conventionsare the surface features of writing N mechanics, usage, and sentence
formation. Conventions are a courtesy to the reader, making writing easierto read by
putting it in a form that the reader expects and is comfortable with.

MECHANICS

Mechanicsarethe conventionsof print that do not existin oral language,including spelling,
punctuation, capitalization, and paragraphs.Becausethey do not exist in oral language,
students have to consciously learn how mechanics function in written language.

For example,while speakersdo not haveto be consciousof the spellings of words,
writers not only have to use standard spelling for eachword but may even have to use
different spellings for words that sound the samebut havedifferent meanings. The same
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holds true for punctuation: speakersdo not haveto think consciouslyaboutintonation and
pauses,but writers haveto decidewhere to use a period instead of a comma and how to
indicate that they are quoting someoneQs exact words.

USAGE

Usagerefers to conventionsof both written and spokenlanguagethat include word order,
verb tense, and subject-verbagreement. Usage may be easier than mechanicsto teach
because children enter school with a basic knowledge of how to use language to
communicate. As children are learning to use oral language,they experiment with usage
and learn by practice what is expected and appropriate.

However, the oral languagethat many children use at home is often very different
from formal Oschool@®anguage.In addition, children who speak a language other than
English at home may use different grammatical rules, word order, and verb conjugations.
Although it may be easierto teachOcorrectQsagewhen a childOoral languageat home is
already very similar to school language, children from all oral language backgrounds
benefit from learning about how language is used in different situations.

SENTENCE FORMATION

Sentencéormationrefersto the structure of sentencesthe waythat phrasesand clausesare
usedto form simple and complexsentenceslin oral language,words and sentencescannot
be changedonce they have been spoken.But the physical nature of writing allows writers
to craft their sentences,combining and rearranging related ideas into a single, more
compact sentence.As students become more adept at expressingtheir ideasin written
language, their sentences become longer and more complex.

Conventions in the writing process: last, not first

Teaching conventions in isolation is ineffective at best, because students need
opportunities to apply their knowledge of conventionsto their writing. Even daily oral
languageactivities are a wasteof time for studentswithout proceduralknowledge of how
and when to use conventionsin writing. Consequently,the most effective way to teach
conventions is to integrate instruction directly into the writing process.

Attention to conventionstoo earlyin the writing process,however,can interfere with
both students@evelopmentof automaticity Writers needthe ability to automaticallyjuggle
the many physical and cognitive aspectsof writing N letter formation, spelling, word
order, grammar, vocabulary,and ideasN without consciouslythinking about them. The
only way to developthis automaticity in writing is to practice,practice,practice.For many
students, however, most daily writing is limited to filling in the blanks on worksheets.

The first stepto improving automaticity, then, is to provide daily opportunities to write
for extendedperiods of time. Initially, this writing should be single-draft writing only,
using phonic spelling, with no physicalediting of their writing by either the teacheror the
student. Only when students grow more automatic in their writing should teachers
introduce conventions into the writing process.
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Students@notivation to write also suffers when teachersfocus on conventions first
and ideaslast. Many students havelittle self-confidencewhen they write becauseteachers
and parents have been too quick to point out their errors instead of praising their ideas
first. This problem can be solved by having students share first drafts in a positive,
conversational atmosphere that focuses only on the content of their writing, with no
correction of errors (Cunningham, Hall, and Cunningham, 2003).

The proper placefor teaching conventions,then, is at the end of the writing process
during the editing phase,when studentsare preparing their writing for publication. When
students know that their work will be published for a specific audience,they are more
motivated to learn the conventionsthat will make their writing readableand to edit for
those conventions.

Conventions in the primary grades (K-2)

Becauseprimary students should be concentrating first on developingfluency in written
language, their first draft writing should not be corrected for usage, spelling, or
punctuation. Instead, primary students should begin to developan ear for their writing by
publishing their writing orally. Many teachers have a five-minute OsharingtimeO or
OauthorGshairGtime everydayat the end of their writing workshoptime, when four to five
students have a chance to read their drafts aloud to the rest of the class.

Once students have learned to produce fluent single draft writing, usually by the
middle of secondgrade, they can begin to add very simple editing rules. Ask questions
such as ODoeseach sentencestart with a capital letter?Gand ODoeseach sentencemake
sense?@Cunningham, Hall, & Cunningham, 2003). Primary students can also learn
strategiesfor proofreading their drafts, such as the OMumbling TogethefODPI writing
strategy lesson. Daily practice with oral language can also help.

MECHANICS

Because spelling, punctuation, and capitalization, are easier for young children to
physicallyseeand correctin their writing, those are the first conventionsstudents should
learn to edit in their writing.

Spelling. For beginning writers, correct spelling is less important than having
opportunities to apply their emerging knowledge of the alphabeticprinciple to their own
writing. Phonicspellinglalso calledinventedspelliny allows beginning writers to apply their
developing knowledge of phonics to sound out the spelling of words as they write.
However, becauseover fifty percent of the words students encounter are high-frequency
sight words that are rarely spelled phonetically (such as OtheyOYeginning writers also
needto learn strategiesfor spelling thesewords. Wordwallsprovide studentswith atool for
learning the correct spellings of high-frequency words and applying them in their daily
writing (Cunningham & Hall, 2000).

Punctuation and capitalization. Primary students can begin to learn the basic
functions of punctuation marks and capitalization during shared reading and writing
lessons.During the secondor third read-aloudof a book, teacherscan point out different
punctuation marks and talk about why the author usedthem. Teacherscan model the use
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of punctuation marks during sharedwriting activities,and then encouragestudentsto use
punctuation marks in their own writing. One of the first editing rules that students can
learn is to end each sentence with a period.

USAGE AND SENTENCE FORMATION

While memorizing definitions of parts of speechin isolation is not effective, students do
need to know how to talk about the words they encounter when they read and write.

Teacherscan talk about why an author usesparticular adjectivesor verbsin their writing.

The OBethe SentencéOlesson from DPI Writing Strategieshelps students experience
physicallyhow parts of speechand punctuation marks fit togetherto make different kinds

of simple sentences.

Conventions in the elementary grades (3-5)

As upper elementary students become more adept at juggling the various aspects of
writing, they can begin to focus more of their attention on conventions.At the sametime,
upper elementary students are beginning to branch out into writing in different
content-area subjects and need to learn how conventions vary for different writing genres.

Although conventions are an important feature of effective writing, many students
never move beyond surface-levelediting to actually revising the content of their writing.
This is why it is especiallyimportant to emphasizeto upper elementary students that
editing should be reservedfor the end of the writing process,only after they haverevised
their work for the other four features.

Upper elementarystudentscan learn proofreading symbolsand actas editors for their
peers.Have studentsskip lines in their early drafts to provide room for revision comments
and editing marks. Becausethesestudentsare growing more consciousof the opinions of
others, providing opportunities to write for audiences other than their teachers and
classmatescan also help them become aware of the importance of editing their writing
before they publish.

MECHANICS

Spelling. As students begin to encounter more difficult words, usually around second
grade,they can no longer rely exclusivelyon the Osoundt outOstrategyto spell unfamiliar
words. This is the point at which many studentsarefirst diagnosedwith readingor writing
disabilities. Many of these students can be OcuredGof their disabilities through an
understanding of the nature of the English language and a repertoire of spelling strategies.
Unlike phoneticallyregular languagessuch as Spanish, English includes many words
whosespellings are determined by morphologythat is, their spelling is driven by meaning
rather than by pronunciation. (This morphological basis for spelling allows English
speakersin North and South Carolina to spell OBeaufort@he sameway, eventhough they
pronounceit differently.) This meansthat students can use words they know to figure out
the spelling of unknown words. For example,a student who canOtlecidewhether to spell
the word Omedicine@ith a Oc®@r an Os@an think of related words, such as Omedic@nd
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Omedical@hat use a OcODther examplesare using Obombardment@ identify the silent
Ob@n Obomb.®esidesusing familiar words, students can also use OMakingWordsOand
word sorting activitiesto help them learn English spelling patterns. Studentscanalsolearn
to use prefixes and suffixes from words they know to help them spell unfamiliar words
(Cunningham, 2000).

Word walls are also an effective strategyfor teaching upper elementary students to
spell high-frequencywords. For older students,homonyms, Ospellingdemons,Gand other
frequently misspelled words can be addedto the word wall. Lists of words for different
units of study canalsobe postedon separatebulletin boardsto help studentscorrectlyspell
key vocabularywords. In addition, studentswho move to different classroomsduring the
day canuseindividual word wall folders with high frequencywords (Cunningham & Hall,
2000).

Finally, upper elementarystudentscan alsouse phonic spelling asa placeholderwhen
they are unsure about correct spellings in their early drafts, with the understanding that
they will identify misspelled words and correct them during the editing stage.

USAGE

Upper elementary students should start editing their writing using simple editing rules
such as subject-verbagreement,verb tense consistency,and pronoun usage.As students
increasethe range of genresthey write, they canalsolearn that different genrestend to use
different verbtenses:pasttensefor narrativesand recountsof scienceexperiments;present
tense for informational reports, instructions, recipes, and explanations;and future tense
for plans and proposals.

SENTENCE FORMATION

For older students, problems with punctuation, sentencefragments, and run-on sentences
are usually related to difficulties producing more complex sentences.

Problems with sentencefragments usually mean that students do not know how to
combine simple sentencesinto more complex sentencesthat use subordinate clauses.
Sentence combining lessons can show students alternative ways to combine simple
sentences into more complex sentences, using the correct punctuation.

Run-on sentencesalso provide a good opportunity to teach students parts of speech,
such as nouns, verbs, and coordinate conjunctions that can help them divide run-on
sentences into self-sufficient complete sentences. In addition, many students have
problems with run-on sentencesbecausethey want to show that two sentencesare related;
teaching students to use a semicolon to link two closelyrelated sentencescan solve this
problem. Other punctuation marks can be introduced, as well, to show the relationships
between clauses in complex sentences.

Conventions in middle and high school

By the time students enter middle school,they should havedevelopedcontrol of the basic
conventions of written language,as well as the vocabularyto be able to talk about how
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