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Elementary Writing Program

The accompanying report describes the first year of implementation of the Teachers
College Writing Workshop program in our elementary schools, the process that led to the
implementation, and our next steps.
Attached to the report are samples of student work, one from a first grade boy and one
from a third grade girl. We think the samples are clear evidence that, at least for these
two students, changes in instructional practice this year have improved student writing.
Anne Mikulski (English Language Arts Coordinator K-8) and I will be joined at the
School Committee meeting on Tuesday by Deana Lew (District Literacy Specialist),
Abigail Bannon (Grade 1, Countryside), and Matt Miller (Grade 4, Cabot) who will help
us understand the implementation process from the viewpoint of teachers.

English Language Arts and Literacy in Newton Elementary Schools:
Wrapping Strong Arms around Writing
The Newton Public Schools has a long and rich history of valuing student writing. Our
teachers have urged students to find their passions and to give voice to those passions in the form
of real and imagined stories, compelling letters, heartfelt poems, and informational reports in
which they delved into topics that mattered to them.
Now, in the information age, students need to do more reading, writing, speaking,
listening, and thinking than ever before. In addition to creative and expressive writing, students
need to organize their thinking, respond, reflect, compare and contrast, analyze, and synthesize
ideas to create new understandings through writing. “ … [S]tudents need to learn to use writing
as a way of offering and supporting opinions, demonstrating understanding of the subjects they
are studying, and conveying real and imagined experiences and events. … They develop the
capacity to build knowledge on a subject through research projects and to respond analytically to
literary and informational sources.” 1 (Common Core State Standards)
Scholarly research from institutes, universities, and government agencies confirms our
belief that “everyone has the capacity to write, writing can be taught, and teachers can help
students become better writers.” 2 To address the changing expectations for student writing, and
to bring consistency to writing instruction, we adopted Columbia University’s Teachers College
Writing Workshop program in our elementary schools several years ago. At the time, the
program reflected the best thinking about use of the writing workshop model. In the workshop
approach, student writers engage in daily writing under the guidance of a more experienced
writer – the teacher. The teacher provides a daily mini-lesson on a particular aspect of writing
and students write independently for long stretches of time (at least 30 minutes daily). Teachers
meet with small groups and confer with individuals regularly to provide feedback to students as
they reflect on and develop their craft. Frequently, peers share their writing and receive
feedback from each other. Students learn the value of participating in a community of writers
who support each other and foster growth in a safe and caring environment.
Last year, after a careful review of current writing programs, the literacy specialists and I
agreed that the redesigned, Common Core aligned Teachers College Units of Study in Writing is
the best program for our elementary students.
Benefits of the new Teachers College Units of Study for Writing include:
• The program reflects current research and knowledge about effective practice
(Danielson, Marzano, Webb, Wiggins, Hattie).
1

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (2011) Massachusetts Curriculum Framework for Elnglish
Language Arts and Literacy Grades Pre-Kindergarten to 12 Incorporating The Common Core State Standards for English
Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects
2
Writing Study Group of the NCTE Executive Committee (2004) “NCTE Guideline – NCTE Beliefs about the Teaching of
Writing” National Council of Teachers of English www.ncte.org/positions/statements/writingbeliefs

Newton Public Schools
Office of Teaching and Learning

English Language Arts
April 2014

•
•
•
•
•
•

The K-5 learning progression, common curriculum, assessments, and practices enable
teachers to discuss writing across grade-level teams and to build on the work of
previous grades.
Units are written by grade level, are aligned to the Common Core, and include units
for narrative, informational, and opinion writing.
The units are comprehensive – they include curriculum, assessment trajectories,
rubrics, student self-assessment checklists, exemplars, mentor texts, and professional
development.
Units follow the writing workshop model.
Students develop clear goals and receive frequent feedback. The teacher provides
explicit instruction and coaching for students and ensures ample opportunities for
practice.
Children write for real purposes and audiences and create real-world texts.

Implementation of the new program is supported by ongoing and comprehensive
professional development. In consultation with principals last spring, the Literacy Specialists
and I crafted an implementation plan to introduce two units per year for two years. We began
with a Writers Institute last summer to preview the materials for a small group of teachers. This
year, Literacy Specialists delivered eight school-based sessions, introducing the Narrative and
Opinion Units to elementary classroom teachers, English as a Second Language Teachers and
Special Educators. Teachers participated in the norming process in which they scored student
work together and calibrated the scoring using a common rubric and exemplars. In addition,
teachers explored models of conferring with students in an effort to deepen their expertise. Next
year, we will implement two more units that address informational and research writing.
This has been and will continue to be an ambitious undertaking. That said, it has been a
remarkably fruitful one as well. Teachers in every elementary classroom in every school in the
district have adopted this program and given their best effort to providing a rich writing
experience for every student in their classroom. The rich professional learning experiences
developed by literacy specialists, the careful preparation of units and lessons by the classroom
teachers, are evidence of the dedication of our educators to their students’ success. Students are
more invested in writing, they write independently and over longer periods of time, and are
experiencing the power of writing. As they write for real audiences, they see that writing can
and does make a difference. We look forward to continuing to provide the deepest, most
rewarding writing experiences for all students.

Anne S. Mikulski
English Language Arts Coordinator K-8
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