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Foreword

Assessment and data have become the two most overused words 
in education. The problem is, that’s all they are: words. Words 
that label but don’t have much meaning, for teachers or students. 
Words that are used to judge, separate, punish, remediate, level, 

label, and so forth. 
Mark Overmeyer is going to change that perspective on assessment and 

move our thinking, energy, and  focus back where it should be—to the present 
moment, in our classrooms, listening to and watching our students, and 
teaching. Instead of combing through data,  typing up plans we may or may not 
use, filling out forms, and collecting more and more data, assessment becomes 
about real, down-to-earth, in-the-classroom life, taking learners from one 
place to the next and pushing them just beyond their highest level.

Mark invites us into a thoughtful discussion of what it is to assess, as well as 
to learn and teach, and how all of these concepts intertwine to give assessment 
meaning beyond the word itself. In this book, Mark took me into a multitude 
of classrooms across his district. In each place, I could see myself reflected on 
the page as a learner and an educator. On each page, I found myself thinking 
about how I let my students know where they are and how we will set goals to 
move to the next place.
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I, like Mark, wonder why we are so obsessed with data about the past. 
Mark points out the insanity of looking at what children did the year before 
and making judgments about how to teach them the following year based on 
a one-time test. It takes a lot of time to scour through numbers and strengths 
and weaknesses, and too often the data-driven obsession seriously inter-
feres with teaching and learning. What Student Writing Teaches Us gives us 
insight into what assessment really means and addresses the importance 
of self-assessment and student involvement in this process, which is ever 
evolving and changing to fit students’ needs. If you are a teacher concerned 
with creating effective writers, Mark will show you some concrete ways you 
can use assessment to do so. Teaching and assessment—true assessment—are 
inseparable. 

The focus of Mark’s book is the most important and often least talked 
about facet of assessment: formative assessment. Formative assessment is, 
specifically, assessment for learning versus assessment of   learning. Oh, what a 
difference a preposition makes in our intentions and the way we view the word 
assessment. Formative assessment is teaching—plain and simple—and Mark 
shows us that as he guides us through thinking about assessment, and what we 
should value, in new ways that are refreshing and truly for learning.

Mark also helps us problem-solve. How many times have you said, “I know 
my children know such and such, but they just aren’t doing it in their writing”? 
A very different approach is needed when the problem is about application 
rather than knowledge. As assessing teachers, we have to understand and 
clarify that before we begin to address our students’ specific needs.

If that’s not enough, Mark has the guts to deal with the bugaboo of grades—
for an entire chapter, in fact. As a staff developer, I probably get asked about 
grading more than any other subject. I know that, when I was a student, I felt 
like Mark did when he was in school: “I did not think of grades as something 
I could control.” Many kids in our classrooms today feel this way, and that’s 
scary. How can you improve or engage with writing if you think that you 
have no power to effect change in your own writing? As Mark points out, the 
problem is that assessment is too often considered a final judgment, a grade, 
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the evaluation of what has been learned, or the end of the road.  Mark gives us 
some no-nonsense truths that we all need to remember—or perhaps hear for 
the first time.

Mark gives us a chance to reflect on our beliefs and our actions. Whether 
he’s addressing clear or high expectations, or how much time students require 
to show us what they know, Mark continually paints a picture of what can 
happen in classrooms, ever mindful of the need for practical ways to address 
assessment issues. I was particularly captured by Mark’s story of a student who 
was struggling with a current piece; the student looked back at an older piece 
in his portfolio and asked, “Did I write that?” He found his confidence again. 
The old maxim of a good conference being one that you leave wanting to write 
holds true here. We all need some confidence to face the blank page or a false 
start. Is our assessment giving students that confidence?

In the end, Mark brings us around to what has always been true about 
the teaching and assessment of writing. The focus of our assessment—
whether before, during, or after the process of writing and intertwined 
assessment—should always begin with what is right with student writing. 
For me, remembering that is refreshing, like taking a deep breath. I believe 
that if we can’t find something good in a student’s piece of writing, we simply 
are not looking. 

Mark is always looking, much to our benefit.

—Jeff Anderson
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Introduction

Imagine you are playing the game Taboo, and you receive a card with 
the word assessment on the top. Your job is to try to get your team to 
say the word, with the caveat that you cannot use any of the words 
listed below the target word. And let’s imagine that the forbidden 

words listed below assessment include grade, evaluate, and test. What might 
you say? What words come to mind?

 If you are a teacher, you might think of rubrics, but your nonteaching 
friends might not know this word, and it also seems a bit pretentious, don’t 
you think? And if you are an English teacher, there is always the word papers, 
as in the papers you have to read, those papers that are sitting on your living 
room table at home. Or maybe they never made their way out of your briefcase. 
Either way, this game of cards with the word assessment on the top will prob-
ably cause you to wonder why you are wasting your time with friends playing 
a silly word game when you should be home grading papers.

 In this book, I will share ideas about how teachers and students can use 
assessment effectively in all stages of the writing process. If our aim is to grow 
as teachers of writing, and if we want our students to grow as writers, we must 
not automatically associate assessment with grades and the paper load. Just as 
we should read student work for reasons other than to grade, students should 
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not always wait for our evaluation to determine their successes and needs as 
writers. If we do not move from the way many of us were taught—a paper is 
assigned, and then it is graded—we cannot help our students grow as writers 
because we are taking out the opportunity to learn through practice. Imagine 
what would happen if the coach of any sport “graded” every move the team 
made, or if a piano teacher handed out percentage scores based on how well a 
student played the piano every time hands were put to keys. 

 So how do we move from trying to evaluate every piece of writing to using 
writing as a basis for our teaching? We begin by thinking about the different 
purposes for assessment. Most of this book will focus on how to use formative 
assessment effectively in the writing classroom. Chapter 1 provides an overview 
of formative and summative assessment in the context of writing instruction. 
Chapter 2 discusses how to set the stage for successful writing through meaning-
ful planning. Chapter 3 examines how we can offer feedback through various 
formats: rubrics, checklists, conferences, and classroom discussions. Chapter 
4 brings in the student aspect: How can students effectively monitor their own 
progress and set goals in order to grow as writers? Finally, in Chapters 5 and 6, 
we will look at grading practices and record-keeping in the writing workshop.   

 I do not claim to be an expert in the area of assessment. I am not a statisti-
cian, and in the district meetings I frequently attend about data, I am often the 
one who keeps asking the same questions year after year about what student 
assessment data actually means for teachers. I am also skeptical about grades, 
and even as a teacher of graduate students at the University of Colorado at 
Denver, I worry that my actions do not match my beliefs when I assign point 
totals and grades to written assignments completed by teachers pursuing their 
degrees. But being ambivalent about something doesn’t make it go away. I had 
to assign letter grades in writing for fifteen years while teaching grades four 
through eight, and I continue to assign letter grades to adults. But I must not 
associate every opportunity to read student work as only a chance to grade. My 
hope is that by thinking deeply about the power of assessment used correctly, 
we can approach that Sunday night stack of papers with energy, with integrity, 
and with some new ideas about why and how we assess student writing.
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2

C h a p t e r

1

Defining 
Assessment in the 
Writing Workshop

In the late 1980s, I studied modern dance at the Martha Graham School 
of Contemporary Dance in New York City. I had been teaching for 
three years, and I felt it was time to learn something new—not new 
teaching techniques, but something completely different in a brand-

new environment. I purposely set out to learn something that would make 
me struggle. Though I was interested in dance, I had never taken classes until 
that year. A phone call to the Martha Graham School confirmed that they took 
beginners: I was assured there were no prerequisites. I spent six memorable 
weeks in the back of the dance studio, trying to hide behind twenty-five people 
younger and shorter than me, desperate to blend in even though I am 6' 4". I 
towered over everyone as I sought to learn the meaning of struggle. 

 And struggle I did. But I also learned about myself and about teaching. 
When I look back on my experiences at the dance studio, I admire my teachers 
for allowing me to stay. I was so clearly out of my league. Each day, my teachers 
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explained and modeled each move in great detail. Even though I rarely, if ever, 
produced a move that resembled what the teacher wanted, it was clear what 
was expected, and the teacher taught me to practice meaningfully so that I did 
improve. The standards were high, and they were never lowered for my benefit. 
I never reached the level of the other students—I remained a beginner for the 
entire six weeks—but I did make noticeable improvement, and I did make 
progress toward their very clear standards. I was never sent to a corner of the 
room to try out easier dance moves, nor was I ever told I couldn’t try. I have 
never worked harder, and one day my teacher recognized me for my effort: 
“Many of you have talent in this room. But no one works harder than Mark.” I 
have never been prouder.

 Modeling, clear expectations, and meaningful practice toward a standard: 
these elements helped me to get better even though I knew I would never trade 
my teaching credentials for a career in dance. I began to see how the teaching 
techniques in the arts, much like the techniques of coaches in various sports, 
differ from typical classroom teaching, mainly because of how assessment is 
used. The teachers at the Martha Graham School engaged in effective assess-
ment practices, whether they knew it or not, because they consistently clarified 
key learning targets, scaffolded support to meet the needs of each student, and 
monitored each student’s growth. After the first few painful classes, I emerged 
from the studio each day a bit less sore and a bit more confident. I could feel my 
body slowly becoming more limber, and after a couple of weeks, I knew when I was 
not completing a move correctly even though it was nearly impossible for me to 
actually complete the move. In other words, I was self-assessing, and by the end of 
the summer I began to correct my own mistakes as I relied less and less on teacher 
feedback. Had the Graham School only been involved in “grading” or evaluating 
my actual performance, I certainly would not have received a passing grade. Yet I 
grew because I was in an environment rich with formative assessment.

Defining Formative Assessment 

High-stakes standardized testing captures so much attention in the media 
and in our schools that we often associate assessment with a final grade or 
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score. In Colorado, for example, the state test, given in the spring in grades 
three through ten, provides the only student performance data that is used to 
grade each school in our state. In such a system, it is hard to remember that 
assessment means so much more than a test score. We should use assessment 
data to learn how to grow, but since we don’t even get our scores back until the 
following school year and we are never allowed to view the actual tests after 
students complete them, it is difficult to use our state test to meaningfully 
guide our instruction.

 When many of us think back to our own experiences with assessment in 
English classes, our memories are probably full of “assign and grade” examples. 
We were assigned work, the teacher graded it, and we moved on to the next 
assignment. We did not learn from the letter grade at the top of the paper, 
even if it was good. I remember many times when I felt relieved to receive an 
A or a B, but I never remember feeling confidence as a writer if I did receive a 
high mark. If I received less than a B, I was disappointed, but I attributed this 
disappointment to some random method the teacher used to score my work: I 
did not think of grades as something I could control. High-stakes testing might 
be likened to this “assign and grade” mentality, just on a larger scale. Schools 
are “assigned” to administer the tests and then receive “grades” based on an 
average of all students’ scores. 

 Final grades on papers and high-stakes testing showcase assessment 
as something that happens only at the end of an assignment or a course—
summative assessment. But assessment can and should be so much more. As 
teachers of writing, we can monitor student progress during all parts of the 
writing process, even during the initial, idea-gathering stages, by thinking of 
assessment as something that can inform our instruction—formative, rather 
than summative, assessment. In fact, if we truly want to use assessment to 
guide our instruction, we should not wait until a piece of writing is “finished” 
in order to determine a logical instructional move. If our goal as writing 
teachers is to help our students improve, then waiting until the end is too 
late—in fact, “the end” should only happen when students literally leave our 
classrooms because of semester or year-end breaks. 
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Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, and Wiliam clarify the difference between 
formative and summative assessment in their article “Working Inside the 
Black Box” (2004):

Assessment for learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design 

and practice is to serve the purpose of promoting students’ learning. It thus differs 

from assessment designed primarily to serve the purposes of accountability, or of 

ranking, or of certifying competences. An assessment activity can help learning 

if it provides information that teachers and their students can use as feedback in 

assessing themselves and one another and in modifying the teaching and learning 

activities in which they are engaged. Such assessment becomes “formative 

assessment” when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching work to meet 

learning needs. (10; emphasis mine)

 In order to adapt our teaching to meet students’ needs, we must consider 
how to effectively implement formative assessment, or assessment for learn-
ing. Summative assessment, as described in the article, is assessment of 
learning, which often leads to class ranks and a final score, and therefore 
provides limited opportunity for students to grow.

 James Popham, the author of Transformative Assessment, brings 
students into the picture with his definition of formative assessment: 
“Formative assessment is a planned process in which teachers or students 
use assessment-based evidence to adjust what they are currently doing ” 
(2008, 6). When a Title I reading teacher plans lessons before teaching 
to meet the needs of the students he greets every morning, he is using 
formative assessment. When a science teacher notices that students are 
ready to move more quickly through material while she is teaching and then 
increases the pace accordingly, she is involved in formative assessment. 
When a student is very clear about expectations for reaching a standard 
in an English classroom and adjusts his writing after leaving class that day 
to meet this standard, he is monitoring his own learning, and is therefore 
engaged in formative assessment. 
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 When we break Popham’s definition apart a bit, we find some ways teachers 
can use the ideas of formative assessment to inform their teaching practices. 

 A key word in Popham’s formative assessment definition is planned. While 
formative assessment may seem to encourage teaching “on the fly,” what it 
really requires is clear expectations about what we want students to know and 
be able to do, and knowledge of strategies that will allow students to achieve 
these learning outcomes. Chapter 2 will provide more examples of how to plan 
effectively in the writing classroom so that formative assessment practices can 
be put to their best use.

 Popham’s formative assessment definition asks teachers and students to “use 
assessment-based evidence,” and in the writing classroom this translates into 
feedback. One way the Graham School helped me to improve was the immediacy 
and clarity of the feedback provided. Teachers watched my performance every 
day, and they provided me with something specific to work on. They chose these 
goals carefully because they knew I could only handle small steps, and each goal 
was based on their high standards. Chapter 3 will examine feedback in the writing 
workshop through the lens of rubrics, conferences, and classroom discussions. 

 One of my favorite words in Popham’s formative assessment definition is 
students. Students must be involved in the assessment of their writing. While 
visiting classrooms in preparation for writing this book, I was impressed 
with how much our students can tell us about their own needs as learners. 
Throughout this book, you will read stories of kindergartners clearly describ-
ing their writing processes, in addition to excerpts from a middle school class 
discussion about the most effective settings for writing practice. 

 When we include students in our thinking about assessment, we are ac-
complishing so much. We are lifting the burden of “grading,” because if we are 
used to thinking of assessment only as grading, the mere inclusion of students 
in the process will surely make us think of assessment a little bit differently. 
We are also erasing the burden of being the expert in the room with all the 
answers. Natalie Goldberg, one of my favorite authors who gives advice to 
writers, ends one of her essays this way: “Finally, don’t listen to me. What do 
I know? Go out there yourself into the open page” (1991, 9).
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 Goldberg’s statement appears to contradict the idea that we can advise our 
student writers, but I think she is encouraging writers to rely on themselves 
after they think about the advice they have been given. In classroom settings, 
I believe we will become more effective teachers when we encourage students 
to become aware of their own strengths and needs. In the context of teaching 
writing, especially in the field of assessment, we have too often left our stu-
dents out of the picture. Student-friendly rubrics and criteria lists, discussed 
in Chapter 3 of this book, have helped to bring students into the discussion, 
but what Goldberg and Popham are charging us with as teachers of writing 
takes this idea of students’ being involved in their own learning one giant step 
further. They are reminding us that we as writing teachers cannot be the ones 
who know everything. We must let go. 

 Chapter 4 provides more ideas for involving students in the assessment 
process, and Chapter 5 focuses on evaluation and grading practices. Finally, 
in Chapter 6, I discuss record-keeping and suggest how we might read student 
writing for various purposes.

 I feel like I embody Natalie Goldberg’s statement much of the time when 
I think about assessment. After all, what do I know? What can I offer to this 
field of assessment? When I think of myself as a learner rather than an expert, 
however, I hope I can offer some guidance. When I look back on my six-week 
intensive course at the Graham School, I realize in retrospect that the entire 
point was to learn, not to become an expert. I came to understand more about 
myself as a learner during that six-week stint than in my entire academic 
career. The opportunity to think about assessment for the past two years as 
I prepared to write this book has left me in the same position: I have learned 
so much, and though I still have many questions, my new learning has left me 
with strongly held beliefs.

 Assessment, when used correctly in a formative way, can empower students 
and teachers not only to improve but, better yet, to believe in themselves as 
writers and teachers of writing. And once students believe they are writers and 
you believe you are a teacher of writing, any barrier, no matter how imposing, 
begins to crumble.
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Formative 
Assessment in 

Action: Setting the 
Stage for Success

For many years, I began my day with sentence-correcting exer-
cises for my intermediate and middle school students. I would 
write a sentence with several errors on the board, and they 
corrected these sentences while I gathered homework, took 

lunch count, and generally prepared for the day.
 My students were normally quiet during these exercises, which at that 

time made me think they were actually learning. Looking back, I realize they 
were not actually learning much; they were just being compliant. But one 
memorable day, a noncompliant voice finally made me think about what I was 
doing as a teacher: when Jonathan saw the sentence on the board—something 
full of errors like, “Me and jane goed to the store last wendesday”—he blurted 
out, “Why are we doing this? No one makes that many mistakes!”
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 I include this story in a book about assessment because I believe that 
if we know our students and plan to meet their needs, and if we read their 
writing because we want to learn and not just grade, we can become more 
effective teachers. My students were not benefiting from day-starter gram-
mar exercises, and even though I knew they were not transferring the skills 
they practiced each day to their own writing, I did not change my practice 
because I had a teacher’s guide that tempted me to automatically turn to the 
next exercise. I was not effectively planning for instruction because I just 
kept turning pages, and therefore I provided no opportunities for formative 
assessment. 

 Luckily, Jonathan stopped me dead in my tracks and made me think about 
what I was doing. From that day forward, I planned differently: I often started 
the day with a writing exercise that required students to produce something they 
wanted to share, and if I used a correction exercise, I connected the exercise to 
something I noticed in their writing. In other words, I focused my instruction by 
assessing my students’ needs—not grading, but assessing. And one of the most 
effective ways to assess needs is to plan effectively up front to make sure that 
meaningful assessment, and therefore meaningful practice, can occur.

Using Standards to Set the Stage

If I want to set up my classroom so I can provide the most effective, meaning-
ful assessment, where do I begin? The cardinal rule of teaching is to know 
your students, and I agree completely with this. In the context of writing 
instruction, this has been translated into the idea of teaching the writer, not 
the writing. This chapter will address some ideas for planning according to 
standards, including thoughts about how to meet the needs of the students in 
front of you.

 So which standards should we consult as we think about writing? I believe 
that standards are helpful in planning for instruction as long as they are full of 
rich opportunity for thinking about our writing.

 Though specific writing standards vary from state to state, the standards 
published by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and the 
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International Reading Association (IRA) in 1996 provide helpful frameworks 
for all teachers. As stated in the first chapter of the NCTE/IRA standards 
document, the purpose of the standards is to prepare students for the future, 
to develop a shared vision of expectations among all stakeholders (teachers, 
researchers, parents, etc.), and to promote high educational expectations 
(1996). Because these standards address helping students to use effective writ-
ing processes, they are not reductive and can be effective tools for planning.

 The standards specific to writing include the following:

• Standard 4: Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language to 
communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different purposes. (33)

• Standard 5: Students employ a wide variety of strategies as they write and use 
different writing process elements appropriately to communicate with different 
audiences for a variety of purposes. (35)

• Standard 6: Students apply knowledge of language structure, language 
conventions, media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique, 
and discuss print and nonprint texts. (36) 

 A powerful statement about goals appears in the explanation of Standard 5:

Students who write in the context of meaningful goals are more likely to work 

carefully to shape and revise what they compose. Teachers can create a sense of the 

purposefulness of writing by helping students to consider the needs of their audiences 

as they compose, edit, and revise. (NCTE/IRA 1996, 36)

 
The creators of this standards document are stating something I have 

believed for a long time: If students have a compelling reason to write, then 
they tend to write more effectively. But if the bulk of the reasons they write 
are “just for school,” then they begin to limit themselves to a narrow audience 
(the teacher, and perhaps other students) and a narrow purpose (to get a good 
enough grade to pass). In the planning stages, then, we should consider our 
students’ needs and their progress toward a standard, and we should always 
consider why we are asking students to write.

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



F o r m a t i v e  a S S e S S m e n t  i n  a c t i o n :  S e t t i n g  t h e  S t a g e  F o r  S u c c e S S

13

 Let’s consider an example of how knowledge of standards and students 
might help us to plan effectively. Jennifer Frank asked me to come to her 
fourth-grade classroom at Ponderosa Elementary in Aurora, Colorado, to model 
a lesson on persuasive writing. Many resources came to mind immediately. 
Gretchen Bernabei and Barry Lane’s hilarious book Why We Must Run with 
Scissors (2001) is full of ideas for helping students become more effective 
persuasive writers, and because Barry Lane knows what appeals to kids, many of 
his ideas are full of humor. I also frequent the NCTE-sponsored website www.
readwritethink.org when I need ideas for teaching, because the site allows me 
to search for writing ideas that meet specific standards. But even a standards-
based, motivating idea may not meet the needs of the specific students I am 
working with. I knew Jennifer’s students had just met their new principal, Mrs. 
Sloan. I planned my persuasive writing lesson around Standard 5 because it 
discusses writing for specific audiences and purposes. Keeping the students 
in mind, I thought about Barry Lane’s ideas for motivating students, and I also 
thought about how these students had just met their new principal.

 Since I have worked with intermediate students for many years, I knew going 
in that when they think of what they might change in school, they often think of 
more recess. In the planning stages, I came up with a “real” reason to write (more 
recess), and provided an authentic audience (the new principal). As soon as I 
explained the idea of writing a letter to Mrs. Sloan to ask for more recess, one girl 
in the class, DaVida, asked, “Can we give our letters to the principal?”

 I said yes, if they thought they were well written and might make a difference, 
and they seemed motivated to write. A key teaching point in the lesson involved 
avoiding the use of whining. We talked about how whining might be an effective 
tool in some contexts (an alarming number of students told me how many times 
whining worked well when they wanted something from their parents), but that 
we needed to avoid whining in our letters. Students needed to come up with 
real, concrete reasons for wanting more recess. DaVida was working within the 
standard that asks students to consider various audiences and purposes while 
they write. Even though I had suggested the idea of writing to Mrs. Sloan, I think 
it was the possibility that the writing might be read and might have an impact 
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that caused some students to write more carefully, and in some cases even pas-
sionately. Had I not planned effectively and instead just followed some scripted 
lesson that dictated exactly how students were to persuade, this moment might 
not have happened. Keeping our particular students and the standards in mind 
while we plan is an essential first step to success in the writing workshop.

Planning Ahead for What Might Need to Change

A key component to effective planning is providing opportunities to adjust 
our instruction to meet the needs of our students. But what do we adjust? For 
many years, I have gathered ideas from other teachers, resource books, and the 
Internet. I used to look for the perfect mini-lessons, and I measured the success 
of the lessons I collected by how engaged my students were. If they liked the 
lesson, I saved it in a file. If they did not like the lesson, then I tried to change it or 
I abandoned it. There were a couple of problems with this approach to planning. 
First, I was not really thinking much about how the lesson might meet the needs 
of the students in front of me when I pulled out certain “surefire” ideas year after 
year; I was just remembering how well a lesson had worked before. In other 
words, I was not basing my instructional plans on an assessment of what my 
current students needed; I was planning based on how students had responded 
to the lesson the year before. Second, I was not considering how each lesson 
might be altered to make a true difference for my current students. Even my 
standards-based lessons weren’t necessarily meeting the needs of the students 
as much as they were meeting my desire to teach to the standards.

 I propose three things we might consider adjusting in the planning stages 
of our writing instruction in order to meet our students’ needs: time, topic 
choice, and talk.

Time

We all feel the pressure of time in our teaching lives. We just don’t have enough 
time, and if students were just with us longer, we could make an impact. We 
worry about having enough time every day, and then we wonder if the time we 
do spend provides enough opportunities for students to grow as writers. 
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 The first questions we should ask ourselves as teachers of writing deal 
with time. One important question is, How much time do I set aside for my 
students to meaningfully write each day? Writing here is defined as compos-
ing; spelling, handwriting exercises, vocabulary, and grammar exercises taught 
out of context are not included. The key to time is how meaningful it is: when 
students are creating their own writing, they are learning.

 When we consider time a bit differently in the context of assessment, we link 
time spent writing to achievement. We might ask: How can we adjust the use of 
time we have during a writing workshop to best support student achievement? 
Is the traditional structure of a five- to ten-minute mini-lesson, an extended 
thirty- to forty-minute writing time, and a ten-minute sharing time the best way 
to help all students improve? While this structure does work for many students, 
especially when they are engaged in authentic purposes for writing, I believe, 
after observing hundreds of students write over the years, that the writing time 
in the workshop might need to be a bit more flexible. More time may help some 
students to improve, but it is also possible that less time will help others.

 There are many ways we can help our students feel successful in short 
periods of time. For example, we can use quick writes—timed, free-choice, 
or prompted writings—to practice fluency. Donald Graves and Penny Kittle’s 
book Inside Writing (2005) provides many examples of how quick-write 
exercises can be used to increase student confidence in writing. In a writing 
workshop I attended, poet Lisa Zimmerman referred to the quick writes we 
wrote as “prompts,” and the teacher hackles in me went up a bit because of 
testing. I hear “prompt” and I think “random, required writing topic I know 
nothing about that will be graded.” But when I asked Zimmerman about her 
use of the word “prompts,” she said: “I think of a prompt as a ramp to thinking. 
The prompt helps you to get words on the page.” 

 Quick-write exercises allow students to practice writing in a nonthreaten-
ing, short time frame. They are like ramps, to use Zimmerman’s term, for 
getting ready for the work to come. Many students (and adults) who do not 
care to write feel some success with these quick writes. If the routine of 
thirty- to forty-minute writing blocks every day is not supporting student 
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achievement, then one way to alter our instruction is to give less time rather 
than more. This may seem counterintuitive, possibly even “anti-workshop,” 
but let me share an example.

 One of my favorite books is Cynthia Rylant’s In November (2000). I have 
often used this book as a mentor text for descriptive writing. Many students 
are impressed with how perfectly Rylant captures the fall and the Thanksgiving 
holiday in so few words. Her book is a perfect example of showing rather than 
telling—writing that shows us precisely what is happening using sensory details.

 I often encourage students to try creating seasonal writing based on the 
craft in Rylant’s text. Josh, a fifth-grade student in my class one year, created 
his own “In November” piece after listening to and discussing Rylant’s text:

In November the air is dense with smog from the fireplace. To people’s relief, 

November accepts the heavy snow. People dream of Thanksgiving and the 

massive feast. You can hear the shouts of happy kids and laughter echo 

through the air. From inside you can hear them stomp through the snow 

and bombard each other with snowballs. Plus you can smell the delicious 

Thanksgiving feast cooking on the stove. In November you can feel the icy 

snow climb into your boots. Also you can hear the “slush” of cars speeding 

through the snow. Plus you can feel the icy, cold, barren air numb out your 

cheeks. November is a month unlike any other.

 
 Josh did not spend more than ten minutes on this piece, he did no revisions, 
and he was very proud of the result.

 Later in the year, when Josh was struggling to complete a four-week unit 
on research-based writing, I pulled his November writing from his folder to 
boost his confidence—and when he read it, he asked, “Did I write this?”

 When I think of this story now in the context of time and assessment, I 
realize that one of the issues for Josh was time—not too little, but too much. 
He saw his four-week research project as cumbersome. Josh was using his 
forty-minute blocks of writing each day, but I realized too late in the process 
that he was abandoning his ideas several times during each writing block. He 
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would write for a few minutes, and then either erase, cross out, or throw away 
his paper. Extended time for writing for self-selected purposes was not the 
answer for Josh. Now, I would go back and restructure the workshop time into 
“November-sized” chunks, asking Josh to create short sections of the final 
project each day, bit by bit, and then put all the pieces together at the end. In 
other words, we would work to make sure that the time he had was well used—I 
waited too long to prevent his frustration with writing.

While I believe the primary purpose of quick writes is to improve fluency, 
encourage idea generation, and boost confidence, I think we can also use quick 
writes as evidence of student success. The short piece Josh created about 
November proved he met the standard about using effective word choice. He 
knew how to create pictures in a reader’s mind. So even though he did not revise, 
edit, or publish this piece, and I did not grade it or score it on a rubric because 
the intent was to practice a craft technique, I know this piece meets the standard 
for writing in the descriptive mode. Do I want struggling writers like Josh to feel 
success in longer, published pieces? Of course. But I am not going to dismiss a 
piece of data about writing just because it came from a practice exercise that 
took very little time. This is one of those situations when we need to think of 
what we mean by “assess”—and here, I mean that I can read any piece of writing 
to notice how a student is progressing toward meeting a standard. 

Topic Choice

When we consider how to help our students become better writers, choice 
is a common consideration. How much choice do we give our students, and 
if they had more choices, would they be better writers? When planning for 
instruction, we choose texts for writing models, and we also consider choices 
students will have as writers in the workshop. As we think about choice as it 
relates to assessment, I want to think about both ends of the spectrum: from 
free choice to limited choices. 

 One of my favorite stories about teaching comes from my experiences with 
Jim, a fifth-grade student. He did not like to write or read—or, to be fair, he did 
not like to write or read what I wanted him to write and read about. He was 
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not enthusiastic about Cynthia Rylant, Patricia Polacco, Jane Yolen, and other 
descriptive writers I shared with the class that year. He was not particularly 
excited when I read In November, though he dutifully wrote descriptive pieces 
about seasons. Jim was willing to write and read, but even when he had many 
choices for his reading material, I often required everyone to be part of a novel 
group. He didn’t care much for novels.

 What Jim liked was cars. He read Car and Driver, and yes, I admit I con-
fiscated a few of his magazines on more than one occasion and asked him to 
pick them up at the end of the day because they prevented him from focusing 
on what I deemed was important. Jim not only liked cars, he knew about 
cars. I wish now I could go back in time and change my plans to allow Jim 
to show his progress in writing by producing pieces about cars. I finally did 
allow this beginning in about April, but I wasted a lot of time up until then. It 
wasn’t so much that I told Jim not to write about cars, but I wasn’t providing 
models of writing that gave him “permission” to write about cars. The texts 
I chose appealed to me, and I assumed they appealed to my students as well. 
My breakthrough came one day while we were studying advice columns in a 
mini-lesson. I gave Jim a clipboard and paper and told him to write down the 
names of all the cars in the parking lot, research who the cars belonged to, 
and then offer advice about new cars for the staff. Because the topic appealed 
to him so much, Jim loved creating this list, though he was appalled when he 
found out that my car was the “most uncool” car in the lot.

 What I learned from Jim is that, sometimes, choice is what it takes. I say 
“sometimes” because I also believe that limited choices help some writers. 
I visited Shannon Keefe’s second-grade classroom at Polton Elementary in 
Aurora, Colorado, one day while her students were writing or sharing ideas 
quietly with a partner. When I asked one student what she was writing about, 
she said: “I’m writing a story about being locked out of my house, and my baby 
brother is inside. I have to figure out how to get back in before my parents get 
home.” I thought this was a great story idea. I asked another student about his 
writing, and he said: “I’m pretending I have a baby brother and he’s locked in 
the house and I am trying to figure out how to get back in.”
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 I realized the students were writing to a prompt—a story idea the teacher 
had given them all to write about. Many of us who feel well versed in the 
writing workshop would feel this is limiting, but to that I would say it is 
much more complicated than you might think. Shannon’s students were all 
engaged. Some of them sustained their writing time for nearly forty minutes 
that day, and Shannon told me many continued their stories during the rest 
of the week. But here is what Shannon’s students taught me that day about 
choice, and why I mention less choice as a possibility for getting the best 
writing out of students: all of the writing was interesting. Each student had 
a different way of trying to get in the house, and they each developed a level 
of specific details that made every story completely different from the others. 
If Shannon was assessing her students’ ability to create stories with strong 
leads, specific details, and sequenced events, they all would have met those 
standards. The best part was the excitement in the room. Shannon shared 
with me later that some of her students had not written much at all before, 
and that this prompted writing exercise provided a kind of breakthrough. 
When I asked Shannon’s students what they thought of their stories, they 
were universally positive.

 Shannon planned with standards in mind, and when she came across a 
“canned” prompt idea in a resource book, she believed the story-starter would 
motivate her students, so she used it. Shannon would have allowed students 
to choose another idea for a story if they had asked, but in this case, they 
didn’t. I would consider the prompt Shannon gave her students a “framed” 
choice. In other words, there were many possibilities within the story idea 
she presented, but the few details she provided were interesting enough for 
everyone to get excited about writing. To be honest, if I was in her class, I, too, 
would have enjoyed writing a story about being locked out of the house with a 
little brother left inside. Based on what Shannon told me about her students, 
wide-open choice would not have resulted in such well-written stories from 
all of her students. Her assessment of their progress was actually made more 
accurate because she limited the choices instead of broadening them. The 
moral of the story is that when it comes to choice, we might assume that more 
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choice is better, but we might also consider less choice if we want to see what 
our students can do.  

Talk

I am always impressed with how effectively even young students can verbalize 
their thinking when a teacher encourages and expects meaningful talk. At all 
levels, from kindergarten to high school, it is such a joy to visit these literate 
environments. First graders in particular have convinced me that we don’t 
have to worry so much about knowing everything and controlling every mo-
ment. When first graders have an idea, they just pipe up and say it—all we have 
to do is provide the opportunities for talk.

 I asked a group of first graders at Basalt Elementary in Basalt, Colorado, 
to tell me if I was reading the Cynthia Rylant book Night in the Country (1991) 
correctly. I encouraged them to tell me if they thought I could do a better job. 
I opened to the first page of this very descriptive illustrated book, ignored the 
real words on the page, and said, “I see owls.” Then I turned to a page with an 
illustration of a frog and said, “I hear frogs.” One girl interrupted my “reading” 
and said, “That’s wrong!”

 “How do you know?” I asked. “My words match the pictures on the page. 
How do you know that what I said is not what Cynthia Rylant wrote?”

 “Because who would buy a book like that?” she asked.
 Who indeed. And a six-year-old just demonstrated that she knows that 

writers can use language to delight, not just to inform. I didn’t have to give a 
test or plan an expansive lesson for this student to show me what she knew. 
If we provide moments for talk and chart what students are learning, we can 
build a list of tools students can use in their writing.

 Sharon Miller’s second graders at Franklin Elementary in Littleton, 
Colorado, were getting ready for writer’s workshop one day. I noticed chart 
paper in front of the room titled “Writer’s Tools,” and below it, a bulleted 
list contained items like these: strong leads, words that make pictures for 
the reader, active verbs, and similes and metaphors. When I asked Sharon’s 
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students about the list, they were proud to tell me they created it while 
noticing things about texts that they read or their teacher read to them.

 During writer’s workshop, Sharon’s students talk a lot. I first learned 
about the power of talk in the writing classroom from Katie Wood Ray. 
Her books Wondrous Words (1999), About the Authors (2004), and Study 
Driven (2007) are full of descriptions of how teachers can invite students 
to discuss mentor texts. For the purposes of this book, I want to frame this 
idea of talk in terms of how it can be used as a formative assessment tool 
in the writing classroom. 

 When I think of Sharon Miller’s classroom in terms of assessment, it 
is important to know a few things first. Sharon did not ask only the most 
advanced writers to engage in talk about writing. Sharon’s students are just 
like the rest of us: some walk in the door full of ideas for writing workshop, 
while others seem to spend half the period of the first workshop trying to find 
a pencil. Sharon read aloud books to her students that were often beyond 
their independent reading level—she chose rich texts to read aloud and study 
because she knew her students needed rich texts in order to notice writing 
craft. She differentiated by reading these books aloud, and then she followed 
up by also asking students to notice craft techniques in the books they were 
reading independently.

 Sharon asked all students to talk with her and with each other about what 
they noticed, and this is where her formative assessment really began. She 
not only asked them to talk—she expected them to. She helped them form 
complete sentences while they shared their ideas out loud. Remember that 
formative assessment is a planned process, and Sharon intentionally planned 
in advance to provide opportunities for all students to access strong mentor 
texts and to be engaged in meaningful talk about writing. 

In addition to modeling how to form complete thoughts and complete 
sentences about craft techniques, Sharon built in time for her students to find 
writing partners to practice talking in pairs. She knew her students needed 
to be independent enough to share their ideas with each other; once she was 
confident they had the knowledge of writing craft techniques necessary to 
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engage in a conversation, she modeled how these partnered dialogues should 
sound. Students practiced taking turns, responding to their partners, and 
offering suggestions. Because of her careful planning, when I asked Sharon’s 
students about writing, they literally knew what they were talking about.

 Across the hall from Sharon, second-grade teacher Marlene Lerner also 
planned classroom discussions about what writers do. I visited her classroom 
after she had focused her writing lessons on the importance of specific details. 
Specificity is something I love to teach students about because I find most 
students can easily find success by being more specific. Instead of writing “my 
brother,” for example, writing “Scott” or “my older brother, Scott” is better—
just adding a name can make writing more interesting.

 Marlene told me before I visited the class that one of her students, Jackson, 
had some ideas of his own about being specific. And sure enough, when I 
walked in the room, he asked if he could talk to me.

 “I want to talk to you about being specific,” he said.
 “You must be Jackson! Your teacher told me you had some ideas about 

specific versus general writing,” I said, after introducing myself.
 “I think if you are too specific, it gets boring. Sometimes it’s better to be 

general.”
 It was clear to me that Jackson had, indeed, put a lot of thought into his 

ideas.
 “So you mean that sometimes you shouldn’t be too specific?” I asked.
 “Yes. Sometimes it is better to be general.”
 “So if I ask you what you had for dinner last night, it’s better if you say 

‘Pizza’ than if you say, ‘I had spicy pepperoni and sausage—’”
 Jackson cut me off: “Right—you wouldn’t say, ‘I had hot pepperoni pizza 

with a chewy, delicious crust.’ No one talks like that.” He picked up a book 
on his desk. “If every page of this book had specific details like that, it’d be 
boring.”

 I was just about to say something about how talking is different from 
writing when he said, “But if a book is too general, it’s boring too.”

 “So what should we do when we write? Should we be specific or general?”
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 “I think we need a balance,” Jackson said. “We need some specific details, 
and some general.”

 Jackson’s “just-right” theory of writing is not only perceptive in its own 
right, but my exchange with him confirms my belief that so much of what we 
need to learn about teaching is right in front of us. We just need to ask the right 
questions of our students and then listen to what they have to say. When we 
listen carefully, we can assess what they know and what they need. Jackson 
knew that statements such as “specific writing is good writing” do not always 
hold true, and he wanted to share this. He needed the opportunity to be heard, 
and because his teacher listens to her students, he knew he belonged in the 
community of writers. Jackson was part of an ongoing classroom discussion 
where all ideas were welcomed, not just those of a teacher, a rubric, or a list 
of standards. Marlene routinely tweaks the checklists her students use as 
they uncover truths together about how to become better writers. Marlene’s 
students are lucky that she knows this work is a bit messy and perhaps even 
uncomfortable at times, but as they all work together to understand more about 
writing and writers, and as they listen to each other, they all benefit and grow.

 We can assess students’ learning from one-on-one talks like the dialogue 
I had with Jackson, and we can also use whole-class discussions to guide our 
teaching. A visit to a fourth-grade classroom provides an example of how talk 
can be used as a tool for effective planning, and therefore an integral part of 
formative assessment. 

 During the first weeks of school in James Shipp’s fourth-grade class at 
Eastridge Elementary in Aurora, Colorado, students had been working on 
pieces about their futures. They were encouraged to imagine they were 
famous, and to write pieces that included details about their fame. Many 
students imagined being sports stars or famous singers, and they described 
their homes and their lives in great detail. In order to assess what they 
understood about the qualities of good writing, James asked five students to 
share their pieces in front of the class. I set a purpose for listening: I asked 
students to listen for specific details they thought made the shared writing 
more interesting.
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 After the first student read, we began to list on the board what we noticed. 
The first reader used many descriptive adjectives and specific nouns to make 
her piece come alive. Students identified these words while I listed them on 
the board. Many people believe that students do not learn grammar in the 
elementary grades, and this is why they develop “bad habits” as they enter 
middle and high school. I do not find this to be true at all when students 
understand the purpose of grammar. James’s students were able to identify 
nouns and adjectives because he had taught them how knowledge of these 
types of words can lead to effective writing products. 

 After listing words on the board, I asked students to reread their own 
writing, circle the adjectives and specific nouns they’d used, and add adjectives 
and specific nouns in their writing where it would result in a stronger piece. 

 I was trying to assess student understanding of the language of writing 
prior to reading their pieces myself. If they were unable to identify the quali-
ties they admired in a piece, then I needed to know that prior to reading their 
work. I would have to spend more time practicing the language of writing 
craft techniques before asking them to read their own work with these crafts 
in mind. My ultimate goal is for students to revise their own work. I want 
students to seek support from me and from peers when they need it, but if they 
consistently ask me “Is this good?” then I worry they have not internalized the 
qualities of good writing. By asking them up front what they notice, I can begin 
to understand what I may still need to teach them.  

 This type of assessment is formative because I am not evaluating—I am 
not ending my thinking about what these students know and are able to do. 
Rather, I am trying to get a general understanding of what they know so that I 
can tweak the teaching points I have in mind for that day. I am using student 
talk to make authentic decisions about what to teach, so I am planning for 
instruction as I learn what students understand. 

 When students talk about each other’s writing, even during early draft 
stages, teaching points emerge. Several students in James’s class did not 
know similes by name even though they wrote them. Max shared that 
he would have a carpet “as red as an apple” in his mansion, and students 
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identified this as descriptive writing. I asked them if they knew what writers 
call phrases such as this that compare, and when no one knew, I told them it 
was a simile. I then asked if anyone else had used a simile. Several students 
raised their hands: Jose mentioned that his couch was “soft as if it was 
filled with water,” and another student spoke of silver cars “glittering like 
diamonds.” Students discovered similes in their writing, and we added them 
to the list of writing tools.

 One of the benefits to this inquiry-based approach of asking students what 
they notice is that the teacher can assess students authentically. I do not need 
to read through 100 student papers to know if my students understand the 
importance of adding details. I am asking them to do the assessment work 
up front by listening to a few pieces shared by their peers, naming what they 
notice, and then immediately checking their own work for these same types 
of details. While it is certainly possible that not all students will be able to 
identify these strong qualities in their own work or make their own work 
better, I am providing an opportunity early on for students to connect the 
discussions about good writing to themselves. If students cannot effectively 
talk about what they notice in writing, I will bring them along by helping them 
to notice craft elements in others’ writing—both professional writing and 
student writing. This will increase the likelihood that they will produce strong 
writing on their own. 

Planning with Time, Topic Choice, and Talk in Mind  

Standard by standard, here is a list of questions that may guide some thinking 
about how to assess student progress. The three standards listed here, men-
tioned earlier in the chapter, are from the NCTE/IRA document Standards for 
the English Language Arts (1996). The questions use the frames of reference of 
time, topic choice, and talk as a way to structure planning. They are included 
in this chapter about planning because I believe that if we think carefully up 
front about what we want to do as teachers, then we will be more freed up to 
alter our instruction if everything does not go exactly according to plan. See 
Figure 2.1 for an alternative formatting of this information.
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Figure 2.1
planning table

Standard 4: Students adjust their use 
of spoken, written, and visual language 
to communicate effectively with a variety 
of audiences and for different purposes.

Standard 5: Students employ a 
wide variety of strategies as they 
write and use different writing 
process elements appropriately 
to communicate with different 
audiences for a variety of purposes.

Standard 6: Students 
apply knowledge of language 
structure, language 
conventions, media techniques, 
figurative language, and genre 
to create, critique, and discuss 
print and nonprint texts. 

time: Have I planned multiple 
opportunities for students to 
demonstrate their sense of audience in 
many time frames? For example, have 
I planned opportunities for students 
to develop work over time for a larger 
audience than the classroom, and 
have I planned shorter, quick-write 
opportunities for students to create 
pieces they might share only with peers?

time: Have I planned opportunities 
for students to try out writing 
strategies in different time frames? 
For example, have I used quick writes 
intentionally for descriptive writing 
or thesis development rather than 
just asking students to apply these 
writing strategies over long periods 
of time?

time: Have I planned 
opportunities for students to 
practice conventions and craft 
in both short and long periods 
of time? 

topiC ChoiCe: Have I planned 
opportunities for students to choose 
their topics based on their own 
purposes? For example, if I am asking 
students to write personal narratives, will 
I provide choices not only for what they 
will write a narrative about but also who 
they are writing it for? 

topiC ChoiCe: Have I provided 
students with a wide range of 
possibilities for getting work done? 
Do my students feel comfortable 
during workshop time, consulting 
quietly with others, reading, and even 
drawing in order to get their words 
on the page? Do they think of writing 
time as only solitary and silent, or do 
they see choices appropriate to their 
own process?

topiC ChoiCe: Have I 
planned opportunities for 
students to choose genres 
appropriate to their purpose 
and audience?  

talk: Have I planned opportunities for 
students to talk about their purposes 
and audiences in the beginning stages 
of the writing process and as pieces are 
being created? For example, will I ask 
students to choose a very particular 
audience prior to writing and then ask 
them to discuss this audience with peers 
before they even get started?

talk: Have I planned opportunities 
for students to talk about their own 
writing processes? What might I do 
to help students feel comfortable 
enough with their own processes 
to discuss them with others? 
Have I scheduled enough time for 
talk during all parts of the writing 
process?

talk: Have I planned 
opportunities for students to 
talk with others about their 
understanding of language 
structure, conventions, and 
figurative language? Can they 
serve as peer revision buddies 
when others in the class need 
support?
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Standard 4:  Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual lan-
guage to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different 
purposes.

GUiDiNG QUeSTioNS

• Have I planned multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate their sense 
of audience in many time frames? For example, have I planned opportunities for 
students to develop work over time for a larger audience than the classroom, and 
have I planned shorter, quick-write opportunities for students to create pieces 
they might share only with peers?

• Have I planned opportunities for students to choose their topics based on their 
own purposes? For example, if I am asking students to write personal narratives, 
will I provide choices not only for what they will write a narrative about but also 
who they are writing it for? 

• Have I planned opportunities for students to talk about their purposes and audiences 
in the beginning stages of the writing process and as pieces are being created? For 
example, will I ask students to choose a very particular audience prior to writing and 
then ask them to discuss this audience with peers before they even get started?

Standard 5: Students employ a wide variety of strategies as they write and 
use different writing process elements appropriately to communicate with 
different audiences for a variety of purposes.

GUiDiNG QUeSTioNS

• Have I planned opportunities for students to try out writing strategies in different 
time frames? For example, have I used quick writes intentionally for descriptive 
writing or thesis development rather than just asking students to apply these 
writing strategies over long periods of time?

• Have I provided students with a wide range of possibilities for getting work done? 
Do my students feel comfortable during workshop time, consulting quietly with 
others, reading, and even drawing in order to get their words on the page? Do they 
think of writing time as only solitary and silent, or do they see choices appropriate 
to their own process?

• Have I planned opportunities for students to talk about their own writing 
processes? What might I do to help students feel comfortable enough with their 
own processes to discuss them with others? Have I scheduled enough time for talk 
during all parts of the writing process?
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Standard 6: Students apply knowledge of language structure, language con-
ventions, media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique, 
and discuss print and nonprint texts. 

GUiDiNG QUeSTioNS

• Have I planned opportunities for students to practice conventions and craft in 
both short and long periods of time? 

• Have I planned opportunities for students to choose genres appropriate to their 
purpose and audience?  

• Have I planned opportunities for students to talk with others about their 
understanding of language structure, conventions, and figurative language? Can 
they serve as peer revision buddies when others in the class need support?

Summing Up

When we think of assessment only as something that happens at the end of 
instruction, we miss many opportunities to become more effective teachers. 
Here are some tips for effectively planning while considering assessment:

• Don’t allow a prepackaged program to give you tunnel vision. If students are not 
improving as writers, look at the materials you are using and plan according to 
what students need, not what a program dictates.

• Search for the thinking required in your state standards or district benchmarks. 
Consider the process skills students will need to become successful writers. As 
you plan, do not just focus on the products students will have to create.

• When you plan, be flexible and intentional with how you use time, topic choice, 
and talk.
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Feedback as 
Formative 

Assessment

A few years ago while I was working with a group of eighth-
grade students, I shared the rubric I was going to use to 
score their papers (see Figure 3.1). The rubric was meant to 
clarify my expectations, and I also wanted students to use 

the rubric as a self-assessment tool. After we scored a few sample papers 
I created so that I could determine how well my students understood the 
rubric, I asked them to score their own work for the next few weeks. Some 
students automatically gave themselves a 4 (advanced) without really 
examining their papers, while others spent more time determining their 
actual score. During the weeks I used the rubric I didn’t really notice much 
improvement in some of the students’ writing. Several students remained 
in the 2 range even though I was focusing my instruction on higher-level 
writing craft techniques. Students who consistently gave themselves 4’s did 

C h a p t e r

3

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



F e e d b a c k  a S  F o r m a t i v e  a S S e S S m e n t

31

not always meet my expectations; I tended to give many of these students 
lower scores, and the debating began. 

Figure 3.1
holistic writing rubric for the Short constructed-response task, grades 4–10 

We all began to wonder if the rubric was working. It was supposed to make 
everything less subjective and more “fair” in their eyes, but the assessment 
piece was not working for many of us. My instructional decisions based on 
rubric scores did not seem to make a difference in many students’ writing, and 
the final, summative scores caused too much debate. We were all spending too 

Source: Colorado Department of Education (www.cde.state.co.us)

Score level Content and organization Style and Fluency

4

•  Supporting details are relevant and provide important information 

about the topic.

•  The writing has balance; the main idea stands out from the details.

•  The writer seems in control and develops the topic in a logical, 

organized way.

•  The writer connects ideas to the specified purpose.

•  The writer selects words that are accurate, specific, 

and appropriate for the specified purpose. 

• The writer may experiment with and/or use figurative 

language and/or imagery.

•  The writer uses a variety of sentence structures.

•  The writing is readable, neat, and nearly error-free.

3

•  The writer has defined but not thoroughly developed the topic, idea, or story line.

•  Some supporting details are relevant but limited or overly general or less 

important.

• The writer makes general observations without using specific details or 

does not delineate the main idea from the details. 

• The writer attempts to develop the topic in an organized way but may falter 

in either logic or organization.  

• The writer connects ideas with the specified topic implicitly rather than explicitly. 

•  The writer mostly selects words that are accurate, 

specific, and appropriate for the purpose of the 

writing.

•  The writer uses age-appropriate words that are 

accurate but may lack precision.

•  The writer uses simple but accurate sentence structures.

•  Errors in language usage, spelling, and mechanics do 

not impede communication.

2

• The writer has defined but not thoroughly developed the topic, idea, 

or story line; response may be unclear or sketchy or may read like a 

collection of thoughts from which no central idea emerges.

•  Supporting details are minimal or irrelevant or no distinction is made 

between main ideas and details. 

•  The writer does not develop the topic in an organized way; response may 

be a list rather than a developed paragraph.

•  Ideas are not connected to the specified purpose.

•  The writer sometimes selects words that are not 

accurate, specific, or appropriate for the purpose of 

writing.

•  Writing may be choppy or repetitive.

•  Portions of the writing are unreadable or messy; errors 

may impede communication in some portions of the 

response. 

1

•  The writer has not defined the topic, idea, or story line.

•  Supporting details are absent.

•  Organization is not evident; may be a brief list.

•  Ideas are fragmented and unconnected with the specified purpose.

•  Much of the writing is unreadable or messy.

•  Word choice is inaccurate or there are many repetitions.

•  Vocabulary is age-inappropriate.

•  The writer uses simple, repetitive sentence structures 

or many sentence fragments. 

•  Errors severely impede communication.

0 •  The response is off-topic or unreadable. •  The response is off-topic or unreadable.
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much time trying to make the rubric work rather than paying attention to our 
writing. We were lost.

 I changed tactics one day to see what would happen: I decided to make a 
criteria list—a writing checklist—using student-friendly language based only 
on the descriptors for level 4 in the rubric (see Figure 3.2; also in appendix). In 
essence, I took away the possibility of students scoring any lower than a 4 by 
only showing the highest expectations. If they did not meet these expectations, 
then they had to leave the area next to the descriptor unchecked. Since I did not 
label the checklist with any numbers and just asked students to indicate if they 
met the criteria or not, I assumed students’ self-assessments would align with 
my expectations.

 When I handed out the checklist and began to explain how to use it, one of 
my students asked, “Where’s the 2?” 

 I was confused at first. “What do you mean?” 
 He replied: “You know, the 2. It says I can write just a little bit, and it 

doesn’t have to be very clear. I like the 2.”
 This student was teaching me something about rubrics: while they are 

meant to clarify expectations, they can be misused. This student seemed to 
be saying that as long as he didn’t get a 1, he was fine with how his writing 
was progressing—or in my eyes, not progressing. Rubrics and checklists are 
tools for feedback, and when we are using them for summative or formative 
assessment purposes, we must be intentional or they may be as ineffective as 
a grade on top of a paper with no explanation. 

Rubrics: Use and Misuse

I remember when I first heard about rubrics. I was in a staff development 
workshop in my district in the early 1990s, and we were learning about how to 
make assessment meaningful to students. Rubrics were touted as the answer. 
We were told to clearly define our expectations for students and to develop 
rubrics to describe various performance levels. Trainers provided sample 
rubrics, and we created some of our own based on work we had been doing 
with students at the time.
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Figure 3.2
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 My classroom suddenly exploded with rubrics. I had rubrics for everything 
from science labs to written explanations in math to research-based reports.

 I tended to take rubrics very literally, so when I was given samples with a 4, 
3, 2, 1 scale, I followed this model for everything I created. I even gave students a 
rubric for how their research-based projects looked on the page: a 4 had a pleas-
ing font and eye-catching visuals, while a score of 3 might have a “somewhat 
pleasing font,” and “interesting visuals.”

 The problems I had with rubrics were self-inflicted. I do not blame my 
training. Looking back, I see now that I was not creating rubrics on the most es-
sential understandings in each subject area. I was creating rubrics for everything 
because my ultimate goal was to come up with a point-based grading system. In 
addition to creating too many rubrics, I found I became obsessed with finding 
the right adjectives to differentiate between a 1, 2, 3, and 4. I was spending more 
time developing “perfect” rubrics than I was planning for instruction. In the 
language of assessment, all of my thinking about rubrics was summative rather 
than formative, because my goal was to grade, not to change my instruction based 
on what students produced.

 I still see rubrics that worry me because of the way they differentiate between 
a 1 and a 4, especially in regard to student writing. A student might receive a 4 if he 
or she uses three or more “exciting adjectives,” while a 3 might mean the student 
uses “everyday” adjectives. Numbers often appear in such rubrics: a student who 
uses two similes and three sensory details receives a higher score than a student 
who includes only one simile and two sensory details. These rubrics imply that 
writing can be mathematically parsed for summative assessment purposes. We 
want to quantify because we feel less subjective if we assign everything a number. 
In the most extreme example of how rubrics can be misused, companies sell grad-
ing software that actually “scores” student writing by calculating sentence length 
and complexity. Surely Ernest Hemingway would receive low grades for writing 
if a computer software system did the scoring. He would undoubtedly receive a 
score of 1 on sentence variety and fluency. Where is the room for voice in such 
software? Where is the place for the unique, individual process each writer brings 
to the page when we so desperately want to make everything quantifiable?
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 The desire to make assessing student writing easier is what leads us to 
purchase software and use number-driven rubrics. I will be the first to admit 
that assessing writing is not easy—especially when working in middle or high 
school, where the paper load is daunting. How can we meaningfully support 
student achievement in writing when faced with more than 100 papers to read? 
And even in the primary grades, where teachers have fewer students, the process 
of looking for teaching points while examining each paper can be overwhelming. 
It is hard not to focus entirely on what students are not doing rather than on 
what they are doing well. One answer, I believe, is in using the tools we have in 
the writing workshop in formative, rather than just summative, ways.

The Danger of Focusing on a Single Score

While meeting with a group of teachers to establish common expectations for 
writing, it dawned on me that we might spend too much time focusing on a 
single score on a rubric rather than looking for instructional strategies to help 
move the student writing forward.

 About thirty of us, grouped in clusters of three to five, looked at pieces 
created by seventh-grade students. The samples came from the Colorado 
Department of Education website (www.cde.state.co.us) and were released so 
that teachers could become more clear about expectations on our state test. 
The writing prompt follows:

 
Identify an animal that has gained a reputation—good or bad—based on popular 

beliefs. Then decide whether or not the reputation is deserved, and persuade the 

reader to agree with your reasoning. 

The samples we scored as a group follow. All student errors are kept intact:

Student Sample 1 

There are many common animals that are supposed to bring good—or 

bad—luck to the owners. A back cat just crossed your path! Quick! Throw 

some salt over your shoulder! I really don’t think it’s worth the trouble, and 
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I’ll tell you why . . . SILLY SUPERSTITIONS! Black cats have crossed my path 

numerous times. I have actually had great days!  

 One day my neighbor’s coal-colored cat, Midnight, darted right in front of 

me as I walked to school. When I got to school, what did I find? Mayhem? 

Madness? No, I got 100% on a math test and no homework. If that’s bad 

luck, I want some more! The only reason black cats are said to be bad luck is 

because back in the 17th century, it was noticed that an accused witch kept 

the company of a black cat. Soon these ebony creatures were associated 

with witches, and if it crossed your path you better watch out. So next time 

Blacky streaks by, smile and keep going. 

Student Sample 2

A dog because it is mans best friend. More and more people are getting dogs 

for protection and comfort. The blind use dog for giudes. Cops use dogs 

for sniffing out drugs. Dogs are fun to play with. They only thing bad about 

owning a dog is the barking at night.

 
We spent about fifteen minutes debating whether each student scored a 

4, 3, or 2 based on the rubric in Figure 3.1. While most teachers agreed that 
the first sample deserved a 4, some were concerned about the use of dashes, 
an ellipsis, and one-word sentences. The second paper caused more heated 
discussion. Many teachers scored the paper a 2, a few believed it was poor 
enough to deserve a 1, and one or two believed it should be scored a 3 because 
it did meet the bare requirements of the prompt. This means the student could 
either be marked proficient, partially proficient, or unsatisfactory. I worried 
about this discussion because if a student consistently scores below the 
proficient level in my district, then a learning plan must be developed, a parent 
conference is held, and interventions for the student are discussed. So what 
happened with the rubric? Rubrics are meant to clarify, not cause confusion. 
Did the problem come from the rubric itself, or from our use of the rubric?
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 We all decided both students had answered the prompt, and we agreed the 
second student needed to include more specific details. The advantage to the 
rubric was in how it focused our discussion on a common set of expectations 
for writing, but the disadvantages surfaced when teachers wanted to debate 
the actual score. The difficulty was compounded by the inevitable comparison 
to the first student’s piece: even those who felt the first piece was proficient 
rather than advanced felt it was advanced compared to the second sample. So 
even when we use a rubric, it seems, there are “good” papers that receive a 4, 
and there are “great” papers that receive a 4. Many teachers decide to give the 
less-than-great papers a 3.5, and when that happens, we might as well just give 
these papers a B+ or an A- and forget the rubric altogether. In order to prevent 
some of this confusion, we need to think about how to most effectively use the 
rubrics as assessment tools.

 Holistic rubrics designed to give only one score for writing are particularly 
difficult to use for informing instruction because the qualities of the writing 
are not separated out. When we use rubrics for the sole purpose of giving 
writing a single score, we are using these rubrics summatively. We aren’t 
considering how the rubric might inform our instruction, which would be a 
formative use of this same scoring tool. I am proposing a more flexible use of 
rubrics as assessment tools.

 In the case of the two earlier pieces, based on the rubric, we all agreed 
the second student stayed on the topic and provided some details to support 
the main idea. When we finally moved the conversation away from giving the 
piece one score, we engaged in a discussion about what the writer did well 
and how the writer could improve. We soon began discussing instructional 
strategies, and I think this is a crucial step in assessing student writing. I 
believe that even if a rubric is holistic, it is effective only if it leads to a discus-
sion about teaching points. If we remain at the level of the score only, then 
we cannot move to where teachers do their work: in classrooms, making 
instructional choices about how to help students improve. Rubrics should 
be used flexibly as tools for instruction—not just as hammers for placing 
students in one permanent place. 
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 The easiest way to remain flexible within the confines of a rubric is to 
highlight where the student is performing. On any given piece, three areas 
may be highlighted in the advanced descriptors, one or two in the proficient 
descriptors, and some may fall in the lower ranges on the rubric. But since 
my goal is to use the rubric formatively to guide my instruction rather than 
summatively, I have no problem with this: I can look at the highlighted areas 
to develop teaching points to increase student achievement. 

 If we use no rubrics at all, the danger of comparing can lead us astray. We 
may only think of how well our most advanced students are performing when 
we read student work, and in my experience, this is not only unfair but also 
damaging to learning. I call this student-to-student comparison “The Hannah 
Effect.” Hannah is one of those students who comes along once or twice in a 
teacher’s career. At age eleven, she truly was the most brilliant writer in the 
room the year she entered my fifth-grade class. Her writing made us laugh, cry, 
and learn, and we always wanted to hear more from her. When Hannah moved 
on to sixth grade, I missed her as the next year began. No one measured up to 
her, but I should not have compared my current students to her. Perhaps it is 
just human nature to compare in this manner, but even if it is, we need to be 
cautious, especially as teachers who care about the achievement of all of our 
students. No one was advanced compared to Hannah, but many of my students 
were advanced or proficient writers compared to the standards as outlined in 
the rubrics I used. It would be like putting me up against Tiger Woods during 
my first golf lesson; I should be compared against a standard, but not one that 
is solely based on the professional level. Students need to begin somewhere 
and improve from there—comparing them against only the best and not 
recognizing where they started makes assessment into a punishment, not a 
true measure of success. 

What Do Students Think?

Rubrics have been around long enough for us to question their usefulness. 
Maja Wilson’s fascinating book Rethinking Rubrics in Writing Assessment 
(2006) points to the many pitfalls of rubrics and how they can easily be 
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misused. She effectively describes how we came to rely on them so heavily 
in the beginning of her book: “They promise to save time. They promise to 
boil a messy process down to four to six rows of nice, neat, organized little 
boxes. Who can resist their wiles? They seduce us with their appearance of 
simplicity” (2).

 Vicki Spandel, who has advocated for the use of rubrics in a 6-Traits 
format for many years, has questioned the criticism of teachers and writers 
like Wilson: “When thoughtfully crafted and used with discretion and 
understanding, rubrics can be among the most useful instructional tools we 
have. They give us direction and a basis for conversation” (2006, 19). I think 
this is a very healthy debate. As I have stated, I am skeptical about rubrics, 
particularly those that encourage the counting of a certain number of specific 
types of figurative language or verbs. I think a balance is needed, and once 
again, I have found the best way to find out anything I want to know is to ask 
students themselves.

 I cannot claim that my data is scientific, but the vast majority of students 
I have interviewed believe that rubrics help them to be better writers. In 
Pam Widmann’s sixth- and seventh-grade classes at Liberty Middle School in 
Centennial, Colorado, students are encouraged to help her revise rubrics she 
has created based on her teaching objectives. I have often asked students to 
help me create rubrics in the past, but I found Pam’s revision idea made the 
process not only much quicker, but much more meaningful.

 I visited Pam’s class when she was introducing the rubric for poems she 
asked students to write. She wanted students to focus on the sound devices 
commonly found in poetry—rhythm, rhyme, onomatopoeia, and alliteration. 
Students had read various examples of poems that used these devices, and 
they had written short drafts of poems to practice. She assigned them to 
write one poem about something that actually makes a sound. The second 
poem required students to describe something using sound devices. For 
example, Poem 1 might be about a tiger, and Poem 2 might be about happi-
ness. Pam created the rubric in advance and brought it in for discussion (see 
Figure 3.3).
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Figure 3.3
poetry rubric 1

VOICE Above and 
Beyond  

10

Excellent   Precise, vivid vocabulary enhances meaning, paints 
strong images, and establishes mood

8.5

8

Good  Communicates interest and passion for topics selected 7.5

7

Average Sounds like poetry

(examples provided all week)

6.5

6

Poor Sounds like ordinary sentences

FORMAT Above & 
Beyond

10

Excellent Visuals add to impact of poem 8.5

8

Good  Combined, the poem includes all poetic sound devices 
listed

7.5

7

Average  •  6–15-line minimum each poem

•  Poem 1 topic is something that makes the sound 
described

•  Poem 2 topic is something that doesn’t make a sound 
but is described with sound

6.5

6

Poor Missing poetic sound devices

Cannot read

MECHANICS/

CONVENTIONS

Poetry allows 
author 
freedom with 
capitalization, 
punctuation, etc.

Above & 
Beyond 

Excellent   No errors 5

Good 1–2 errors 4.5

Average 3–4 errors in spelling and mechanics that do not detract 
from meaning

4

Poor Too many errors in grammar and mechanics 3.5
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 One thing to keep in mind about this process of revising rubrics is that 
students may want to eliminate a section altogether. This happened immedi-
ately with Pam’s students when they noticed the conventions section. “I don’t 
want to be scored on conventions, because there are no conventions in poetry. 
We can break the rules,” one student immediately piped up. When Pam and 
I explained that poetry actually does follow some conventions, the students 
understood and agreed. We compromised by eliminating the conventions 
category from the point total, but we kept it as a category for comments. This 
made sense for Pam’s purpose: her goal was to make sure students could use 
the poetic devices, and since poetry is a genre which allows for different types 
of rules, we felt these conventions debates might actually get in the way as 
students wrote their poems.

 We focused next on the format. Originally, Pam asked students to keep 
the poems between six and fifteen lines long. This caused many students 
discomfort: “What if I write a really long poem, but it is really good? Will I get 
a lower score just because it is long?” 

 Jenny even came to the defense of a boy who was known for his ability to 
write poems: “If Richard writes a great long poem, he shouldn’t get a lower 
grade no matter what!” 

 The model poems we studied were short, and a majority of students agreed 
they would probably write very short poems, but they would not agree to 
limiting the number of lines in the rubric. So, Pam and I let it go. The new 
descriptor read: “Six-line minimum.” 

 We all agreed the original requirement to use all the sound devices had 
to be changed, because a particular poem’s purpose or subject might require 
the use of only some devices. If students were required to use all devices, the 
poems might be less authentic. The category about word choice was agreeable 
to students: they felt it was fine to score the writing on imagery and strong 
word choice, because this was the purpose of poetry. See Figure 3.4 for the final 
product students helped create. 
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Figure 3.4
poetry rubric 2

VOICE Above and 
Beyond  

5

Excellent   Precise, vivid vocabulary enhances meaning, paints strong 
images, and establishes mood

4

Good  Communicates passion for topics selected 3.5

Average Sounds unique (Doesn’t sound like ordinary speech)

(examples provided all week)

3

   

Poor Sounds like ordinary sentences

FORMAT Above & 
Beyond

5

Excellent The look of the poem on the page enhances  

the meaning of the poem 

4

Good   Sound devices used are appropriate to the purpose of 
poem

3.5

Average  •  6-line minimum each poem

•  Poem 1 topic is something that makes the sound 
described

•  Poem 2 topic is something that doesn’t make a sound 
but is described with sound

3

Poor Missing poetic sound devices

Cannot read

MECHANICS/

CONVENTIONS

Poetry allows 
author freedom 
with capitalization, 
punctuation, etc.

 TEACHER COMMENTS ONLY

  

 

 

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



F e e d b a c k  a S  F o r m a t i v e  a S S e S S m e n t

43

I am intentionally including a rubric discussion about poetry in this chap-
ter because I believe it is the genre that is the most difficult to pigeonhole. If 
rubrics can lead to a reductive view of writing, is poetry not the most “danger-
ous” genre for rubric creation? And yet, the students had such rich comments 
about what they believed to be fair, and since Pam had exposed them to the 
types of poetry she wanted them to produce, the discussion was not about 
making poems easy to grade. Instead, we talked about how to make sure their 
best efforts were honored.

 Pam always includes an “above and beyond” category in her rubrics be-
cause she wants students to know they can go outside the box. She does not 
ever want her students to think of writing as a formula to be followed, so her 
rubrics eliminate the impression that all writing follows some type of recipe. 
Sample poems from this assignment appear in Figures 3.5, 3.6, and 3.7.

 I invite any criticism of the rubric we created collaboratively with the 
sixth graders. Debate is healthy, and we must remain slightly skeptical of our 
practices so we leave room to grow. But for those who would question ever 
using a rubric for poetry, I would also ask you to think about the discussion I 
just described. These students demonstrated knowledge not only of poetry but 
also of themselves as writers. Think about Jenny, who interrupted us to defend 
her classmate Richard because his poem should not be scored lower if it was 
long. If rubrics are meant to provide meaningful feedback, then who better to 
ask about the effectiveness of this feedback than the students in front of us?

 These students demonstrated in-depth knowledge of the writing process 
and the genre of poetry. Are rubrics necessary to guide this type of thinking? 
No, certainly not. But the technique of bringing in a rubric for review certainly 
worked to bring the level of discussion to application and synthesis. Pam dis-
played the rubric, and the students immediately had something to say. And 
since rubrics categorize the language of writing into specific topics, we were 
all speaking the same language. 

 When used effectively, rubrics can help to provide a common language 
about writing. I do not believe it matters if this language is couched in the 
6 Traits of writing or the qualities of writing found in other approaches to 
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Figure 3.5

Student poem from pam’s class

by Daryn
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Figure 3.6

Student poem from pam’s class

by Renee
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Figures 3.7

Student poem from pam’s class

by Megan 
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writing instruction. But I do believe it is helpful to have discussions in which 
a common vocabulary is used. When I think back to my continuous problem 
with passive voice in my own writing, it all came down to language. I wasn’t 
sure what my high school teachers meant when they told me about my ten-
dency to use passive voice. In Pam’s class, and in dozens of classes like hers 
at all grade levels, I am struck by how clearly students begin to understand 
how to make their writing better because they speak the same language. One 
way to get there is to have frequent discussions, and for many teachers, well-
constructed rubrics can help students to become even more clear about how 
to make their writing stronger.

 The bottom line? As with so many issues in education, the tool is not the 
problem or the solution. Great tools can be misused, and marginal tools can 
elevate thinking in a well-run classroom. Teachers like Pam expect their 
students to think critically, and I know Pam can make even a marginal rubric 
sing when she asks for student input.

Conferences: An Assessment Lens

Classroom discussions like the one described in the last section can provide 
a general feel for how the class is coming along with a particular concept or 
idea. When I ask a class to notice things about one another’s writing or about 
professional writing, I can listen to develop teaching points. Another place to 
do this kind of listening is during a conference.

 The best ideas I have read about conferring with students are in Carl 
Anderson’s book How’s It Going? (2000). He recommends that we listen to 
students read their work and then take a research stance—we should think 
of something we can teach the student about his or her piece of writing that 
can be used later in other writing. I completely agree with Carl. As teachers 
of writing, we are primarily researchers, trying to figure out exactly what we 
need to teach our students as they share their work with us. I want to add that 
I think we can also learn a lot about what students need from an assessment 
standpoint if we listen to what they say about their own writing processes 
during these conferences.
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 In preparation for conferring with Sharon Miller’s second-grade class, 
I read student work in advance. I wanted to get a picture of the types of 
writers I was going to be working with, and the easiest way for me to do 
this was to read their writing. I only had to read a few pieces to get a clear 
picture of what Sharon had been teaching in her writing workshop. I read 
pieces that demonstrated a clear sense of storytelling, and strong verbs 
and descriptive adjectives punctuated many of the students’ pieces. When 
I read student work, I notice something to praise, I look for something 
to wonder about, and then I look for teaching points. I think preparing 
for conferences with students and actually listening to them while the 
conference is occurring provide some of the most authentic opportunities 
to assess student writing.

 When I talked with Kay, for example, I had no doubts she knew what tools 
were available to her as a writer. Her piece about an accident at school began 
with a strong lead: an image of a straight, quiet line of students heading to PE, 
unaware of the upcoming “disaster.” She was setting the reader up to wonder 
what was going to happen, and later on she described how she fell and skinned 
her knee on the way to PE and how a friend helped her to the nurse’s office. 
Kay’s skinned knee constituted a “disaster” in her mind because she missed 
her favorite class due to an unexpected injury.

 When I read this piece prior to the conference, I knew I would comment 
on the lead, but I also had a question. “I wonder how you thought to start 
your piece this way, Kay. I have this image of a straight, quiet line, and you 
make me want to read on because of this great word ‘disaster.’ How did you 
think of this?”

 “Because of my writing buddy,” she responded.
 “Tell me about that.”
 “My writing buddy is Hogan. When he read my story, he said I should add 

more details. He asked me questions about the line—‘Was it a straight line? 
Was it noisy?’—and that helped me to start my story.”

 In these few comments, I learned so much: Kay knew how to make her 
writing better, and she made the decision to change her piece so that the lead 
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would draw the reader in. She got the suggestion from someone else, but she 
decided to take up the suggestion and she used the idea effectively.

 I also learned something about Hogan. He was able to give advice to his 
buddy. Hogan’s own writing was trickier than Kay’s to understand—he de-
veloped a snowboard-hovercraft product idea he wanted to send to Sony. His 
writing was a mix of a persuasive letter, a how-to manual, and a description of 
how fun it would be to ride on his invention.

 But I knew something about Hogan I didn’t know from just reading his 
piece: he knew strong, descriptive leads can enhance writing, and he knew how 
the right lead can make the reader anticipate what is to come. I praised Hogan 
for helping his buddy Kay with her lead before I talked about his piece, which 
I think established a positive tone for me to begin our conference.

 When we turned to his piece, I began with a question. “Tell me about this 
piece. Your new invention is so interesting. Can you tell me more about it?”

 Hogan pointed to his pictures and diagrams, and what he said made perfect 
sense. He had a clear picture in his mind and in diagrams about the product 
he wanted to invent. My teaching points for him were about organization. 
I suggested he number all his pictures and then number the writing he had 
already done, matching the text to the pictures. Once he began this process, 
he had a stronger sense of where to go.

 So, from listening to his writing buddy, I knew Hogan had a strong sense of 
how to begin stories, and from working with him, I learned he organized his 
writing through ideas and diagrams. He was working in a complex structure, 
so if I were to assess him, I would not say that he was unable to organize his 
thinking—comments from his writing buddy, and even from his own work, 
proved otherwise—but that he might need support for creating a clear vision 
of what he might want to do with his piece. Once that was clear, the writing 
became easier. While my teaching points for Kay might come after she begins 
her piece, my teaching points for Hogan might need to come earlier, because 
he struggled with organization as soon as he began his draft. When he spoke 
to me about his drawing, he had great ideas, but once the words began to flow, 
it was difficult to follow his line of thinking. Hogan might be a student I would 
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always talk to prior to when he began his writing, because once we talked, I was 
convinced he was more clear about how he might approach his piece. From just 
these two short conversations, I had begun to develop a sense of what I might 
need to do instructionally to meet students’ needs. 

Linking Conferences and Assessment

So, if you were conferring with me right now, would you ask: “What are these 
ideas doing in a book on assessment of writing? What about grades and stan-
dards and proficiency ratings? Is Hogan below proficiency level because he 
was unable to organize his own piece independently?” 

 All of these questions are valid.
 We live in a public education system that is hungry to post scores. So how 

do we align the push for scoring writing with the idea of conferences like the 
ones I just described?

 I believe we must base our decisions about proficiency levels on data. But 
I think this data can come from multiple sources. Perhaps because of state 
testing mandates, many teachers I work with base student performance 
ratings on writing that is completed independently, often from common, 
schoolwide prompts. This is especially true in upper elementary and middle 
school classrooms I work in. The danger in gathering data so divorced from 
instruction is that it can lead to ineffective, disconnected teaching, as pointed 
out in the Educational Leadership article “Classroom Assessment: Minute by 
Minute, Day by Day”:

In a classroom that uses assessment to support learning, the divide between instruction 

and assessment blurs. Everything students do—such as conversing in groups, 

completing seatwork, answering and asking questions, working on projects, handing 

in homework assignments, even sitting silently and looking confused—is a potential 

source of information about how much they understand. The teacher who consciously 

uses assessment to support learning takes in this information, analyzes it, and makes 

instructional decisions that address the understandings and misunderstandings that 

these assessments reveal. (Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, and Wiliam 2005, 19)
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 The description of formative assessment in this article shows how a teacher 
who is considering all data points—all information—to support learning can 
more effectively manage instruction. One of the key recommendations in the 
article is that students be instructional resources for one another, just like 
Hogan was a resource for Kay in Sharon Miller’s classroom, described in the 
last section. 

 When Kay sought support from her writing buddy, she was demonstrating 
her knowledge about how to effectively access support as a writer. When 
Hogan gave his writing buddy Kay meaningful advice about her lead, he was 
demonstrating his knowledge about writing craft techniques. Kay’s seeking 
support and Hogan’s advice can be used as data to determine how these second 
graders are growing as writers. 

Keeping Track of Data

If one of the goals of this book is to provide alternatives to grading and to 
think of other ways to monitor student progress, how can we keep track? If I 
am going to use data gathered from my conversations with students to prove 
where they are as writers, how am I going to record and save this data? 

 One way is through anecdotal notes. Prior to conferring with students, I 
make sure that I have all students’ names written down so that I can easily re-
cord my thinking next to their names. Remember what I learned about Hogan 
when I talked with Kay, since he was her writing buddy? I recorded my quick 
thinking next to Hogan’s name: I wrote lead, for example, as an indication that 
he had a sense of a strong lead. When I actually met with Hogan, I added my 
teaching points or concerns to these shorthand notes.

 I recommend carrying a chart with students’ names as you walk around 
the room checking on how students are doing. Not all conferences need to 
be in a separate space from the rest of the group. I can learn from all my 
conversations with writers, and if I keep a list of names with me, I can quickly 
record what I notice. 

 This type of assessment chart can also be used for note taking while stu-
dents share. After a student shares his or her piece, I can listen carefully 
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to other students’ comments to assess how well they have internalized the 
qualities of good writing. If they are able to praise their classmates’ writing 
for strong leads, active verbs, and imagery, for example, then I know that they 
are more likely to produce this type of writing on their own. I can also call on 
specific students during the debriefing times to see if they have begun to show 
an understanding of how to comment on one another’s work. 

 Charting comments and notes on how students are progressing can be a 
valuable tool for assessment purposes. I will discuss grades later, but creating 
data is something I believe we must move to if we want to become more 
effective teachers. One paper a week from students will not provide the same 
rich data that notes from conversations will. More tools for keeping track of 
student conferences will be shared in Chapter 6.  

Summing Up

Though rubrics can be useful tools for examining student work, there are some 
ways to misuse use them that may prevent us from helping students to become 
better writers. Here are some tips to prevent the misuse of rubrics:

• If you cannot decide what to score a student within a few minutes of using a 
rubric, then either look for logical teaching points within the rubric, or read the 
piece with no rubric and see what stands out.

• Abandon the search for the perfect rubric. If a rubric can help to guide you as you 
monitor student progress, it is good enough. No rubric can answer all student 
needs.

• Don’t overdo it with rubrics. If you create a rubric, include only the most essential 
elements in the content, and allow room for surprise.

• Ask students to help you in creating rubrics or in revising existing rubrics to make 
them more student friendly. If a rubric cannot be used to clarify expectations, 
then it is not as useful as it could be.

• Ask students for consistent, honest feedback about how rubrics are helping them 
as writers and as readers of peer work. If you sense that the rubric is limiting 
discussions in your classroom about good writing, then talk to students about how 
important it is to react to a piece honestly.
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• Challenge students to find examples of strong writing in their own work and in 
professional work that may not fit perfectly into a rubric. This will help all of you 
work together to either alter the rubric or understand that sometimes, writing 
just “works,” rubrics or not. We have countless examples of masterful writing that 
exist outside the realm of rubrics.

• Use data from conferences and discussions to create a broader picture of how 
students are performing as writers. 
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Self-Assessment

Within a few minutes of visiting with Brad Ayres and Cindy 
Meyers’s kindergarten students at Polton Elementary in 
Aurora, Colorado, it dawned on me that five- and six-year-
olds seem to be more self-aware about their writing than 

many older students. While it is true that primary students often ask for help 
with spelling and mechanics, they also display a certain joy in sharing what 
they know about everything: from dinosaurs to pet dogs to taking care of a 
newborn baby sister, they long to tell adults what they know.

 And these kindergarten students knew a lot about writing. They told me 
writers must first think to come up with an idea, and that they often draw 
before they write, but only if they want to. “I draw after I write,” one girl 
proudly noted.

 They told me writers need to remember the rules about capitals, periods, 
and spaces between words. When I asked what writers should do if they 
weren’t sure how to spell a word, they confidently stated: “You stretch it out 
and do the best you can.”

 As I watched these students write, I was impressed by their independence. 
Some were walking up to the word wall for spelling support. Others were 

C h a p t e r

4

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



S e l F - a S S e S S m e n t

57

stretching out words, sounding out each phoneme, and checking the alphabet 
charts taped to their desks. Some used fingers to place spaces between words, 
others used popsicle sticks, and one student called me over so I could watch 
how she did not use any tools for spacing because she just remembered. 

 I have been in other primary classrooms and witnessed students confi-
dently searching their own personal dictionaries for just the right word or 
asking for help spelling a word not because they would otherwise have avoided 
the word, but because they wanted to put it in their personal dictionary spelled 
correctly. These same students might try another word they do not know 
how to spell in their writing and not ask for it to be placed in their dictionary, 
because they have the sense that they may not need this word very often. The 
personal dictionary is a place for words that might be used again—for words 
that are special and worth repeating. All of this self-knowledge lives in the 
minds of five- and six-year-olds.

What Happens After the Primary Grades?

When I reflect on my years teaching upper elementary and middle school, 
and when I visit classrooms now, I am struck by the difference in the ability of 
students to self-assess and use writing tools independently. A typical question 
from a first grader is, “Can I read you my story?” while a middle school student 
is more likely to ask, “Is this what you mean?” or “Is this good?” And, too often, 
they might ask: “Do we have to write?”

 While it easily could be argued that primary students are writing less 
complex texts, I also believe that our youngest students have a lot more to 
think about while they write than students in the upper grades. Primary 
students are still actively thinking about the physical mechanics of writing 
while they are forming ideas. Regardless of the reason or the age, students 
are an integral part of the assessment process. My ultimate goal as a teacher 
is, in one sense, to work myself out of the job of being the sole “owner” of all 
knowledge. We should engender as much independence as we can. When I 
use the terms independence and self-assessment, I am not trying to conjure 
up images of students working in quiet rows, dutifully and silently drafting, 
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revising, and editing. Instead, I envision classrooms where students know, 
select, and use the resources they need to improve as writers. Sometimes, the 
students will need the teacher to read over a piece. At other times, a student 
may need to run an idea by a peer or read a well-written book to gain insights 
into a professional writer’s craft. A classroom setting where self-assessment 
happens is truly a workshop, and it will be full of activity.

Setting Product Goals for Writing

In the writing classroom, a logical place to begin when we want our stu-
dents to become more independent is to ask them to set goals for their 
writing. Goal setting allows students to demonstrate what they know about 
themselves as writers, and goals aligned with this knowledge can provide 
opportunities for growth. 

 I visited Jan DiSanti’s and James Shipp’s fourth-grade classrooms at 
Eastridge Elementary in Aurora, Colorado, to talk about goal setting. We began 
by asking someone to share her writing so we could model what we meant 
when we asked them to set goals. 

 Franny volunteered to share a notebook entry about working as a tutor for 
a struggling second grader. When I asked her what she was proud of, Franny 
replied, “I am proud of helping a second grader learn how to read.” Franny 
focused first on the subject matter of the piece, and we decided writers should 
choose topics meaningful to them. When I asked her to share what she was 
proud of in her writing, Franny showed the class her entry so they could see 
the genre: she had written a graphic novel, or comic strip, to depict her tutoring 
sessions. She said she was proud of herself for trying something different, and 
she mentioned how a boy in her class had been working on entries like these 
and he had inspired her to try. We moved to goals next. “What goals do you 
have for your writing?” I asked. Franny looked at her piece again and noticed 
the story she told out loud about tutoring was much richer than what she had 
written and drawn. She said, “My goal is to add more details.” 

 Franny was able to create a goal for herself based on what real writers are 
concerned with: they do think of details while they write and often revise 
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by adding more details or deleting unnecessary ones. In classrooms full of 
product-oriented talk, my experience has been that students can set meaning-
ful goals for themselves. They may consider how effectively they use leads, 
word choice, organization, or specific details. The types of goals students 
identify will be based on the ongoing talk in the writing classroom. 

Goals in Action

Once goals are set, then what? I worked for many years in a middle school 
where all conferences were based on student goals. I support empowering 
students during conferences to discuss their own learning, but sometimes the 
goal-setting process is tricky. One of the difficulties comes from how we talk 
with students about goals. Goal setting often breaks down when we confuse the 
goal with actions for reaching the goal. If I make a goal to eat healthier food, my 
plan for this is often just a restatement of the goal: I will eat more healthy food. 
My plan for getting more exercise is to—surprise, surprise—get more exercise. 
Students often mimic what they hear adults in their lives doing when they are 
asked how they might achieve their goals. 

 Franny, the fourth-grade student who decided she wanted to improve her 
writing products by adding details, said she would accomplish this by adding 
details. I wanted to make sure to clearly separate the difference between a 
goal and a plan of action, so when Franny said she would add more details, 
I opened up the discussion to the whole class. I asked them to think about a 
goal they had set for themselves and reached. Some students thought of sports 
they had improved in, and others thought about musical instruments they had 
learned how to play. It wasn’t until I asked them who played video games that 
I engaged all students in this discussion of setting goals. “Who plays video 
games?” I asked. Nearly every hand in the room shot up. “And how many of 
you have improved in your ability to play these games?” Every hand stayed up. 
“How did you do it?” Finally, ideas poured in:

• Practice/rehearse

• Ask a friend for help
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• Read about it

• Know the rules and tricks

• Try again

• Try to be faster

 As the list became longer, the ideas for how to reach goals became more ap-
parent to students. They each chose an area for improvement in their writing, 
and then they picked a method for reaching their goals. Franny, along with 
many other students, decided to ask friends for help because they already had 
writing partners in their classrooms.

 If we want students to set meaningful goals and to practice meaningfully 
to meet these goals, then we must gather information about their processes 
as well as their products. Processes help us meet goals because they require 
action. The key to helping students improve as writers may have less to do 
with their writing products and more to do with how efficiently and effectively 
they create these products. Recall the observation in the beginning of this 
chapter that some primary students seem so much more independent than 
older students. I believe that the reason for this may have to do with how aware 
we are of young students’ processes. When I taught intermediate students, I 
did not think much about students’ processes during writing time, because 
even though we wrote a lot, I was paying more attention to the product. My 
conferences with students were based on content as it appeared on the page, 
or content as described by students. 

 It only takes a few minutes in a primary classroom to learn a lot about 
students’ writing processes, because it is happening right in front of you 
and it is so physical—students are accessing word walls, choosing the right 
pencil, picking up their writer’s folders or notebooks, talking quietly with 
friends, and sounding out words. In my own intermediate and middle 
school classrooms, because writing was less physical, I did not know as 
much about my writers. 

 Two student pieces of writing of equal quality sitting side by side on my 
desk at the end of the day only tell part of the story. How long did it take each 
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student to write each piece? Did each of the students plan prior to writing, or 
did they just begin writing? Did they think for a long time prior to beginning, 
or did they dive right in and complete the piece in a short time period? One 
way to find out about processes is to watch students while they write, and the 
other is to ask them.

 In Pam Widmann’s sixth-grade class, we asked students to list these parts 
of the writing process: 

• Getting ready to write/Idea making  

• Writing/Drafting 

• Revising/Editing

Then we asked students to think about themselves in each context. Because 
we knew this would be easier if they also thought about what didn’t work, we 
asked them to create a two-column chart to record their thoughts (see Figure 
4.1; also in appendix). After they had time to record their thoughts in each 
section, we asked them to set goals for their writing.

 Mick knows his process inside out: he makes a web prior to writing a 
story and then imagines “how the story will come out according to my style of 
writing,” yet he admits that, once the plan is done, he does not refer back to it 
while he writes. In the revising section he notes “[I] don’t like being rushed,” 
and he indicates he does not rely on friends to help him revise. His goals con-
nect directly to his reflections, and he plans to “spend more time” in order to 
improve. (Mick chose not to use the two-column format and instead organized 
his thoughts under one column labeled “Details”; see Figure 4.2.)

 Ana likes to talk to a friend while planning and getting ready to write. She 
does not use a written plan at all to get ready—her needs are met by talking 
with others in all stages of the process. Though she notes that “talking to no 
one” does not work for her as she writes, it is interesting that Ana creates a goal 
to be more independent: “My goals are to memorize my revision checklist so 
that I will become better with just tiny things that really effect my grades” (see 
Figure 4.3).
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Figure 4.1
my writing process form

My WRiTiNG PRoCeSS

 What works for me What doesn’t work

Getting ready to 
write/Idea making

Writing/Drafting

Revising/Editing

Goals
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Figure 4.2
mick’s reflections on writing process
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Figure 4.3
ana’s reflections on writing process
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This opportunity to reflect helped all of Pam’s students to identify their 
own processes, and it also gave Pam and me many windows of opportunity for 
teaching. It allowed us all to speak the same language, not only about writing 
products but also about how these products come to be.

Practice Day

Once students have set goals and have made plans for how to reach these goals, 
how can we organize our classrooms to help students assess their progress? 
One way is to set aside time to allow students individually to work on their 
goals as they write each day, perhaps by starting with a quick conference with 
the teacher or a peer to discuss what could be accomplished in a class period or 
a week. Another way to structure the workshop is to actually provide specific 
time, space, and materials for students to focus on practice. 

 Pam Widmann’s sixth graders helped to design a day of practice after they 
developed their methods for reaching their goals. We asked them to think of 
ways they could practice in class, and told them that we would provide them 
the opportunity to meet their goals.

 Each student filled out a “What and How” sheet, which listed what they 
planned to practice followed by a specific how. They were asked to give us 
a list of specific needs in order to implement their plans so that we could 
adequately prepare for this opportunity to practice. 

 Many of the students who wanted to practice writing craft techniques 
asked for various types of models, so Pam and I collected newspaper 
articles, magazines, and novels for students to read during practice time. 
Several other students asked for “boring” writing samples that they could 
revise. We decided these students could create their own dull models and 
then revise them to make them more interesting. Some students asked 
for more time to “daydream” or think prior to writing, and others asked 
for a limited time to write because their goals involved creating stronger 
writing in a short period of time. Finally, many students asked for time to 
work with their peers on writing—they wanted time to read and discuss 
each other’s work. 
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 Pam and I examined student requests in advance, gathered materials, and 
created spaces in the library for each type of practice. As students filed in on 
Practice Day, we briefly explained the available options. Though they had 
signed up for a specific type of practice, we allowed students to self-select the 
kind of work they would do during the practice period. If students determined 
that a different type of practice would support their goals, they were free to 
move to a different practice station. 

 One group worked on leads, another on conclusions, and some worked 
together to peer edit and revise. Several students chose to work on gram-
mar skills on the computer, while others worked on descriptive writing 
using picture cues. Some students used picture books to develop their 
writing craft.

 Students could move from one station to another as they needed. The 
goal was to help students improve their own writing—to self-assess—so if one 
station would be more helpful, we encouraged them to move.

 Some students benefited immediately. After looking at several National 
Geographic Kids magazines, one student found four different ways to end her 
piece. Another student found equal success by looking at only one page of 
Cynthia Rylant’s beautiful homage to fall, In November (2000). 

 Some students struggled a bit to find their place—one student was stuck for 
quite a while at the lead table. When I asked her what she was working on, she 
said, “I don’t want to change the lead of this piece,” and after I read what she 
had written, I could see why. She began a piece about who she might choose to 
travel to another planet with using this lead: “Houston. We have a problem. I 
am traveling to Saturn and I can take only one friend.”

 I told her she did not need to change the lead—that it was her choice to 
work on whatever it was that might help her writing.

 The table of timed writers was perhaps the most interesting. Though I 
am not an advocate of timed writing, it was fascinating to watch how many 
students chose to challenge themselves to get words on the page in the shortest 
amount of time possible. Pam had provided a series of prompts to respond to, 
and some students chose to use a picture to describe.
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 All the students who timed themselves left being very proud of how 
much they had written, and they were also impressed by the quality of their 
writing. Of all the practice stations, this one reminded me the most of the 
joy I see in primary classrooms: the students from this group could not wait 
to share their successes.

 I am not suggesting all students can benefit from timed writing. But as a 
confidence builder, when offered as a choice, it was completely successful for 
several of these sixth graders.

 I am also not suggesting that this separate practice period is the only 
structure that will work in a well-functioning writing workshop. In fact, I 
think a good workshop is full of this kind of meaningful practice on a daily 
basis. This idea just grew from our discussions with students, and there 
were some benefits to making the idea of practice as distinct, in both time 
and space, as we could. It provided students a real opportunity to reflect on 
themselves as writers.

Students Reflect on Their Practice

Pam and I asked students to write reflections about their work on Practice Day 
as a form of self-evaluation. Some students clearly benefited from the practice 
sessions. While some chose to use the time to revise an existing piece, others 
saw the practice as an opportunity to strengthen their skills in new writing. 

 Alani saw the practice as an opportunity to impact her future writing, but 
what she ended up practicing changed after she started her work. “At first I 
wanted to work on verbs and mechanics,” she said, “but I realized I needed to 
work on conclusions and figurative language.” Alani joined a table of students 
who had Sports Illustrated for Kids magazines and various picture books that 
featured figurative language. Though these sources also had strong verbs, the 
strong conclusions in the magazine articles and the use of figurative language 
in the books made her rethink her original strategy.

 This is a good example of how models might be used differently, depending 
on the purpose. Alani was very clear that she wanted to use these books for a 
specific purpose: “[I practiced] by reading books and mirroring what they did 
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but not copying” (emphasis mine). So often I read to students models of good 
writing by both professional authors and other students, but I don’t always 
make it clear how these models might be used. Alani knows one way: by mir-
roring a style, but not copying it. 

 Based on her new ideas from the practice, Alani added this conclusion to 
an existing piece about a place she loved: “In this place, at the sun’s mercy, the 
sand is steaming. The palm trees are friends to my fair skin. And the waves 
reach for the shore, with all their might, til finally they give in.” 

 While some students stayed focused on one station, others wandered to 
many stations. These students effectively self-assessed—they knew if some-
thing was working or not, and they decided to move if the original task did not 
meet their needs. Zoe was one such student. She was most impressed with her 
progress after she visited the figurative language station and then challenged 
herself at the timed writing station. She wrote in her reflection about how 
impressed she was with the writing she produced in only six minutes. Zoe was 
not the only student who was surprised by the products created in her practice 
writing time. Megan sat at a “zoom” table, where dozens of pictures were 
provided, along with paper, for zooming in on specific details in writing. Each 
time a student rewrites about a picture at this station, he or she is encouraged 
to keep zooming in on smaller and smaller details. After her work, Megan 
wrote: “I am able to focus on things I would never have imagined,” showing 
that she began to use this self-assessment and practice time to prove to herself 
that she could get better at writing. She may have found a tool she did not know 
she had at her disposal: the ability to zoom in closely. Here is a sample of her 
writing developed from a picture of fireworks over a lake:

First image:

The fireworks explode over the lake.

Second image:

The colorful fireworks glisten over the dazzling lake and quiet town.
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Final image:

Multicolor explosions propel into the twilight, putting the only sound deep 

inside the hushed town.

 While one could argue that Megan might be overusing descriptive language, 
I think it is important to keep in mind that these students were engaged in 
practice. Megan is trying new craft techniques, which is the purpose of the 
exercise.

Jen connected her practice to her goals in this way: “In the timed writings, 
I am not going to stop and wait until I think of a good idea, but I am just going 
to go for zooms. I am going to get as detailed as possible to get a vivid image.”

 Not all students felt they benefited from this practice time. Isaiah wrote, 
“I set goals on mechanics, figurative language, and timed writing during my 
practice time. I didn’t learn much of anything. However, I did learn that I was 
already good enough at timed writing.”

 This is an interesting comment, because while Isaiah did not seem to 
benefit from looking at the same books for figurative language ideas that many 
students benefited from, he did notice that he was better at something than he 
originally thought—timed writing.

 Mick mentioned that the practice helped him to get “unstuck.” He already 
knew a lot about strong writing on the basis of his samples, but he improved 
them even more after working on leads and stronger verbs. In a piece about 
his favorite place, he effectively changed his lead:

Mick’s original Lead

My favorite place that has so many weird and absolutely unimaginable things 

happening in every single day is Hogwarts School of Wizardry

Mick’s Revised Lead 

Mysteriously shaded from us, Hogwarts School of Wizardry and witch craft is 

the place to be.
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 Again, what is interesting here is Mick’s sense that he could make something 
he had written even better. He had written a clear lead, but after reading 
professional samples, he chose a more complex sentence structure to begin 
his piece. 

Students Reflect on Their Achievement

Once students have set goals, had opportunities to practice, and written and 
revised a number of pieces, it is important to ask them to reflect on their 
achievement. Though writing is a process above all else, because students are 
in school, they are often subject to frequent progress reports. A more thorough 
discussion of grades follows in Chapter 5, but here, I want to discuss some 
possibilities for using self-assessment when asking students to reflect on their 
achievement.

 At the end of a reporting period at Eastridge Elementary, James Shipp, Jan 
DiSanti, and I asked fifth-grade students to look through their writing folders 
and notebooks for evidence of their progress in writing. We provided them 
with an organizing framework (see Figure 4.4; also in appendix) and explained 
that they should name pieces they had created that represented their best 
efforts so far in each listed area. We based this framework on the language 
arts standards for Colorado and on the rubric used to score student writing on 
the state test. Students were welcome to use one piece of writing as a multiple 
indicator of success. For example, a student could use one story as evidence of 
a clear main idea, supporting details, and word choice.

While many students used their best pieces to prove their proficiency 
at many levels, I was struck in my conversations with students about how 
self-aware they were regarding their writing. Tristin was one such student. 
To demonstrate his ability to write with a clear main idea and supporting 
details, he chose a quick write about wanting to be a tiger (see Figures 4.5 and 
4.6). When I asked Tristin about the strengths of this piece, he focused on the 
details: he had included much specific information about the tiger, and he 
also provided the reader with reasons for why he would choose to be a tiger. 
When I asked him why he did not use this piece as an example for meeting the 
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Figure 4.4
my writing progress form

My WRiTiNG PRoGReSS

Name __________________________________________________________________

Content and orGaniZation

My writing has a clear main idea.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I included important details in my writing.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

My writing is organized and logical: the ideas fit together.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________
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StYle and FlUenCY

I used awesome words: 
• specific nouns
• descriptive adjectives
• and strong verbs

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I used just the right amount of 
• similes, 
• sensory details, 
• or imagery to help make a picture in the reader’s mind

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I wrote some long sentences, and some short sentences. Not all of my sentences begin with the same word.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I have almost no errors in 
• capitalization
• punctuation
• spelling

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

Figure 4.4 (continued)
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organization standard, Tristin said, “It could be more organized. The details 
aren’t really in order.” After this brief discussion, Tristin went back to his 
notebook and folder to choose pieces that would demonstrate his proficiency 
in other areas.

 Angelica demonstrated this same awareness in her comic piece “Booger” 
about her pet dog (see Figures 4.7 and 4.8). She chose this piece as proof that 
she can use descriptive words and varied sentence lengths while she writes. 
Angelica did not choose this piece to demonstrate a clear main idea because 
she felt she focused more on word choice while writing about her pet. 

 Asking students to assess their own progress helps the teacher determine 
what students have internalized. Students must clarify what they know about 
the quality of writing products in order to choose pieces that demonstrate how 
effectively they meet the standards. In very short conversations with students 
about their pieces, the teacher can get a clear picture of who has reached an 
independent level in the area of identifying strong writing products.

Summing Up

When students effectively self-assess, we all benefit. Students who know 
where they are and what they need in order to improve can help create a 
classroom environment where everyone is able to ask for the type of support 
he or she needs. 

 Some ideas to support this kind of environment include:

• Ask your students to self-assess their writing processes and products on a regular 
basis. When they focus on specific areas for improvement, we can more easily 
monitor their progress.

• Ask students for ideas about how they might practice in order to improve. This 
will lead to more meaningful practice that will support achievement.

• Provide specific practice times in class that support student-identified needs.

• Ask students to reflect on their progress often so that they can keep track of how 
they are doing. 
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Figure 4.5
tristin’s writing progress form
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Figure 4.6
tristin’s writing sample
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Figure 4.7
angelica’s writing progress form
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Figure 4.8
angelica’s writing sample
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Grades

I took a visual arts course when I was an undergraduate. Just as I 
had virtually no experience with dance prior to going to the Martha 
Graham School in New York City when I first started teaching, I had 
not spent much time thinking about visual arts until I took this course 

that happened to fit into my schedule. I was interested in art but had never 
actually created any. 

 For the first assignment, we were asked to produce a small painting. I spent 
about ten hours over the weekend painting something that I cannot specifically 
recall—the only thing I remember about it is the professor’s comment: he said 
it looked “a bit like Pepto-Bismol.” Needless to say, I felt that all my time, all my 
effort, had been wasted. My grade on the painting was a C. I was more disap-
pointed by my wasted time than my grade. When I talked with my professor 
after class, I explained that I had worked very hard on the painting because of 
the time I spent on it. He responded, “So, if Picasso spends twenty hours on a 
piece, or ten minutes on a piece, does it matter? Or is it still a Picasso?”

 I recall my professor’s comment every time my colleagues debate that age-
old question about teaching writing: Is writing an art, and therefore something 
that cannot really be taught? If so, what is an English teacher supposed to do? 

C h a p t e r
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 I think writing can be viewed as art, but I do not believe this contradicts 
the idea that writing can be taught. Picasso was a gifted artist, no doubt, but he 
created brilliant works of art through years of practice and effort. The more he 
practiced, the more quickly he was able to produce some of his art pieces. In 
short, Picasso wasted very little time. I wasted a large portion of my time creating 
the first piece for my visual arts course, but as the semester progressed, I learned 
how to use my time more effectively. I never produced brilliant art, but, as in my 
experiences with dance, I did improve—in part because of practice, and also due 
to clear expectations from my instructor that allowed me to focus my effort. I 
moved from Cs to Bs, and toward the end of the semester, I even earned one A. 

 I bring up this example about grading art because I have heard so many 
teachers say over the years that writing, like art, is subjective, so how can we 
legitimately grade it? Some experts in the field of writing discourage grades 
altogether. Many tensions can arise when we have to grade writing, and I 
think we have to understand that even if grading writing is not best practice, 
we cannot just label grades as a “bad idea.” Thousands of teachers must assign 
grades frequently in their writing classrooms. And if writing is in any way an 
art, then one important factor to consider is how to incorporate effort into our 
grading systems.

Grades and effort

Okay. So hear me out. Effort should most definitely be graded. I think this because 

someone could spend hours and hours on one particular subject, and it turned out 

pretty formulaic. If the teacher does not like it though, that puts hours of work in the 

trash. No one would like that. If they get a bad grade, it would most likely begin a 

battleground between the parents and the teacher. To save time and appreciate hard 

work, effort should be in the grading rubric.

—Jane, Grade 7

 
This comment from seventh grader Jane, written on her classroom blog, pro-
vides a powerful charge to all of us: if a lot of effort is expended on creating 
something, then it is important to recognize this effort and to include it in our 
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evaluation of student work. And if Jane is right—that effort unrewarded feels like 
“hours of work in the trash”—then we have to make sure our students’ efforts 
are well spent. We need to monitor their progress during all parts of the writing 
process so that they do not find themselves frustrated with a low grade. 

 So how do we help students put forth meaningful effort, and then, how do 
we translate this into grades?

 One of the problems with grading systems lies in how we tend to associate 
any piece of writing with a test. When teachers ask me to read work students 
have produced, they are almost apologetic if they feel they have helped a 
student with a piece. When I notice something good in a first-grade piece—for 
example, use of a strong verb—I often have teachers tell me, “Oh, but I helped 
with that” or “That word was on the word wall.” This implies that, if a student 
received help, that student cannot be considered successful. I would maintain 
that we are holding our students to completely unrealistic standards if we 
cannot guide our writers.

 If students’ grades or proficiency ratings are lowered when we help them 
develop ideas, write, and revise, then something is wrong with the system. This 
may seem controversial when so many report cards ask students to perform 
tasks independently. In fact, a grade of A is often defined by the student’s level 
of independence. But if a student is able to independently improve a piece of 
writing after a suggestion from a teacher, peer, or parent, then is this student 
not still independent?

 Let’s look at this idea of independence a little bit more carefully as we 
consider grades and effort.

 Can we honor practice and effort when we grade, even if students are not 
quite meeting the standards? In other words, should I have received an A for 
Effort at the Martha Graham School or in my painting class even though I was, 
and will eternally be, the most beginning student in these venues? If we factor 
effort into grades, what about standards? 

 The reverse of this question must be considered as well, I suppose: if we do not 
consider effort when we grade, will we discourage students who are trying?
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Clarity First 

Clarity about the grading process is important if we want to help students 
become better writers. If I take home 120 papers over the weekend and I am 
surprised at the lack of quality, then I need to ask myself a difficult question: 
Was I clear about my expectations, and did I scaffold for students during their 
drafting and practice stages so they had a chance to succeed? I think any time 
we assess writing, we are assessing not only our students’ progress but our 
own teaching.

 If we plan our instruction so we know how students are doing along the 
way, everyone will have maximum opportunity for success. I do not believe 
this is antithetical to what happens in the “real world” of writing. Writers work 
with content editors during all parts of the writing process. Even Stephen 
King, author of more than fifty best-selling books, thanks his editor in his 
acknowledgments for helping him craft his ideas into books people will buy, 
often by asking him to delete unnecessary passages.

 If a final copy is to be graded fairly, then, we must provide the opportunity 
for everyone to do well before he or she actually hands it in. I am not suggest-
ing more grading here—in fact, I think that the time for actual grading can be 
cut down if we carefully plan out the cycle of when writing is actually turned 
in for a grade.

Try Not to Jump to Conclusions

As a teacher of writing, I often remind myself of Milo in The Phantom Tollbooth, 
whose adventures include a trip to the Island of Conclusions. Milo jumps to 
conclusions (literally) when he makes a decision without thinking. Milo 
wonders what happened, and Canby appears, ready to explain: 

It’s really quite simple: every time you decide something without having a good 

reason, you jump to Conclusions whether you like it or not. It’s such an easy trip to 

make that I’ve been here hundreds of times. (Juster 1961, 168)
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 As a teacher of writing, I have often made the same mistake. When I pick up 
a set of student papers and I choose to go error hunting, I jump to the conclu-
sion that students need to work solely on mechanics in order to become better 
writers. But the truth about writing is much more complicated. Students often 
know the rules of writing, but they do not always apply them. If you doubt this, 
try showing your students a piece of your own writing, and include a few well-
placed errors. If your students are like mine, they will immediately point out 
your mistakes. They do know a lot about writing, grammar, and mechanics, but 
they do not always demonstrate this by turning in self-edited pieces. When we 
refuse to jump to conclusions about student writing and slow down to gather 
a bit of data, we can support our student writers more effectively.

 Allison Robertson noticed many of her second-grade students did not 
accurately place punctuation in their pieces, so she asked me to come in so we 
could develop a lesson together. When I looked at student writing samples, I 
noticed that the lack of punctuation was causing meaning to break down in 
many pieces, particularly the longer ones. We could have decided that these 
second graders just did not know anything about punctuation, and if we were 
in a particularly vengeful mood, we could have blamed the first-grade teachers 
even though we knew these students had been writing since kindergarten. But 
we did not take the Milo route of jumping to conclusions—instead, we slowed 
down and decided to gather more information. Our instructional move was 
context based: we decided to find out if students could identify the names and 
purposes of various punctuation marks in two sentences excerpted from a 
familiar picture book. I wrote the sentences on chart paper, we all read the text 
together fluently, and then I asked the students to identify the punctuation 
marks and why they were there. 

 It was clear within a few minutes that students did have a basic understand-
ing of punctuation. They knew the difference between a question mark and a 
period, and they also knew commas were used to separate items in a list. We 
were then ready to see if they could use punctuation in their own writing.  

 Of course, some students in Allison’s class were more successful in finding 
the places for their own punctuation than others. But since we realized they 
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knew about punctuation, we could focus our teaching points on application. 
Students need plenty of time to practice showing what they know—and here 
again is where coaching metaphors can help us a bit. Good coaches expect and 
allow for plenty of practice time before the game, but as teachers of writing 
I wonder if we do allow enough time for our students to practice. After they 
demonstrate their understanding, we must realize that putting this knowledge 
to use is complex, because writing is such a creative task. In math, for example, 
2 + 2 is always 4, but in writing, where to place a period is much more compli-
cated than it first seems, because each student creates unique sentences. The 
nature of writing as a creative act is what challenged Allison’s students as they 
edited their own work. Evaluation stops the learning process, so the key is to 
monitor progress as students practice and improve.

Progress Toward a Standard

So what do we do when we have a student who is completing all class work, 
demonstrates a general understanding of the material, listens in class, and 
revises, but still does not meet the requirements of the standards found in a 
rubric? When we think of Allison’s class, mentioned previously, how do we 
monitor progress of students who are still having difficulty punctuating their 
own writing but who can identify the purposes of punctuation in other texts?

 What if a student continually receives a score of unsatisfactory or partially 
proficient on a rubric? Even if the language is changed to “developing” or 
“you’re not there yet!” most kids know what we mean by these euphemisms. 
We mean they are not meeting the requirements of the standards and, there-
fore, are not meeting expectations.

 I have worked with students who fit this profile. One student who comes 
to mind was in my fifth-grade class. His writing was labeled “unsatisfactory” 
according to his fourth-grade report card, and during his first few days with 
me, he barely wrote more than a sentence. I think it is important to talk 
about labels such as “unsatisfactory” when we think about assessment and 
standards. Labels can be damaging because they can lower our expectations 
of student achievement. If I receive my class list and immediately focus on 
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the low scores or proficiency ratings, I might lower my expectations. This is 
dangerous, because I believe students rise to what we expect of them. 

 Assessment data can be used to meet the needs of specific students, but 
nothing should take the place of a fresh start and an opportunity for a student 
to make great gains. I once had a principal who encouraged us to pore over 
data so that we could really know our students as well as a doctor knows his 
or her patients, but I am not so sure the doctor/patient metaphor works in 
all cases. While we can use data to guide some of our decisions, we can also 
ask students to show us what they can do and go from there, especially in 
regard to writing. If the teachers at the Martha Graham School had used any 
data to determine what to do with me before I entered the school’s summer 
workshop, they may not have let me in! And because they had high expecta-
tions of everyone, we all grew.

 The student who was labeled “unsatisfactory” at the end of fourth grade 
did not write much for the first few weeks of fifth grade. I could have shown 
him his rubric scores, which were all in the lowest ranges based on a holistic 
score of 4. On traits-based rubrics, he still scored in the 1 and 2 range when all 
the traits were scored separately. However, I chose not to share these scores 
with him at the time because I knew they would defeat any confidence he was 
starting to build. Instead, I chose to tell him what he was doing well and to 
pinpoint one thing he could work on. For the first two months of school, the 
only thing I focused on was getting him to write more. I praised him for what 
he did write—“This makes sense” I would say, or I would comment on the 
content specifically—“I love dogs too; tell me more”—and I would just make 
sure he added meaningful details.

 When he wasn’t sure what to write, I would talk with him and then offer 
to write one sentence of what he just shared if he would write the next. I 
firmly believed that with enough gentle coaching he would eventually write, 
and he did.

 The first report card period came twelve weeks into school. He had made 
great progress, but his scores were not at grade level. I chose not to give him 
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the “unsatisfactory” label because I had proof that he had made progress and 
was beginning to internalize some of the qualities of a writer. 

 I believe that we can justify passing grades if students are making prog-
ress toward a standard—we do not have to just wait until they get there. 
Here was a student who was barely producing a sentence when he arrived, 
and by twelve weeks into school, he was adding two to four details to each 
of his pieces independently. By January he was writing complete, two- to 
three-page pieces with minimal support.

 I knew that if he kept up the trajectory—if he kept improving—he would 
eventually have a strong chance of becoming proficient. And he was proficient 
according to fifth-grade standards by the end of the year.

 My belief is that writing can be taught. Did this student I am describing ever 
love to write? Not particularly. But I knew I could teach him how to write with 
meaning and clarity if he would trust me and if I could start to help him see 
himself as a writer. I was not just “giving” him a grade and a standards-based 
satisfactory rating as a gift for seat time, but for the improvement he made. I 
monitored his progress every day to make sure his efforts paid off, and over 
time, he did produce writing that met my projection from early in the year. He 
just needed a bit more time. 

What exactly Does independence Mean?

I am going to return to kindergarten for a moment here as we think about the 
level of independence we require of students, and then I am going to skip all 
the way to graduate school. 

 When I visit kindergarten classrooms, I am impressed with how teachers 
are aware of each of their learners, and how they seem to effortlessly guide 
their charges in just the right way to move them to more independent thinking 
and learning. The words kindergarten and effortless should never appear in the 
same sentence, by the way, but I am just being honest when I tell you that so 
many of the kindergarten teachers I have the honor of working with seem to 
know how to meet the needs of individual students.
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 Bea Arteaga is one such teacher. Whenever I visit her during writing work-
shop, students know what to do. And they also know who and what to ask when 
they need support. Some students are writing sentences early in the year, while 
others are barely able to label their pictures with initial consonant sounds. But 
as Bea moves through the room, she provides the right type of assistance to each 
student. Some are ready to say words slowly and listen for beginning, middle, 
and ending sounds, whereas others are ready only for the initial sound. She does 
not do any of the work for them, but she does help them. 

 I am going to jump ahead to my experiences in graduate school now. When 
I took literary criticism with Brad Mudge at the University of Colorado at 
Denver, I struggled reading Derrida. Since I had sixteen years of education 
under my belt, should Brad have left me to my own devices, assuming I was 
an “independent learner”? I am glad to say he helped me, and the rest of the 
“struggling readers” in the class, to understand how to read incredibly dense 
literary analysis. And my professor Margaret Whitt at the University of Denver 
took me aside during graduate school and helped me to identify the places in 
my writing where I used passive voice. I thank her to this day.

 Should Brad and Margaret have docked my grades because I did not inde-
pendently, without help, do everything that was asked? Should Bea think of her 
students as struggling writers because they need various kinds of support?

 We need to be very careful about how we define this need for indepen-
dence, because it can cause very good teachers to use practices that are not 
benefiting student learning. If students need support, we should provide 
it. We need to balance our support by expecting a level of independence so 
students do not rely completely on us, but we should be there as they write 
so that they can improve.

 We need to remember that state tests, SATs, and ACTs, though very high-
stakes, are really just events. And the best way to prepare students to be 
successful on these tests is not to create multiple situations where they get no 
support so we can claim to be getting them ready for the test. Instead, we need 
to provide them with every opportunity to become more confident learners 
by scaffolding our instruction along the way.  

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



g r a d e S

89

Talking with Students About Grades

My ideas about how effort can be incorporated into grading began with a student 
comment on a classroom blog. I also learned a lot about successful grading prac-
tices when I asked students at various levels what they thought about grades. 
When teachers discuss grades, they typically talk about how overwhelming it is 
to keep up with the paper load. Students, however, mention fairness. I have yet 
to meet a student who disagreed with a grade as long as it was “fair.”

 Jesse is one such student. I met him when he was in sixth grade, and he 
told me about his experiences with writing the year before. He felt that his 
fifth-grade teacher did not like his work and was therefore unfair. He told 
me about a long story he wrote in his class that his teacher didn’t like. “She 
thought it was too boyish,” he told me. “I told a story with weapons and stuff.” 
His biggest complaint was about the effort he put into this story—he reminded 
me of seventh grader Jane’s comments, who said that wasted effort is like 
“hours of work in the trash.” 

 When he was in sixth grade, Jesse shared his portfolio with me. That year, 
he felt that the grades were fair. He was worried at first about having Mrs. 
Widmann for a teacher because he heard she was “hard,” but he thrived in her 
class. I asked him to talk to me about his writing using pieces from his writer’s 
notebook and his portfolio.

 He showed me pieces from earlier in the year that he thought were not 
very good. “They’re too short, and I don’t use any figurative language in them. 
I’m working on figurative language this year.” I asked Jesse to show me a piece 
he was proud of, and he chose a piece full of details and imagery. His grade on 
this single piece was 15/20, or a C. On this particular piece, Mrs. Widmann was 
grading only for mechanics, and his work had not met her very high standards. 
But he knew that he could revise and resubmit this piece later in the term as 
proof that he was meeting the content standards in her class. He didn’t mind 
the C at all because he knew that she would be fair when it came time to prove 
what he knew.

 When I asked Jesse what he liked about Mrs. Widmann’s class, he imme-
diately mentioned her use of “weird prompts.” He gave an example: “We had 
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to write one day about if we were more like a potato or a waterfall. I thought 
that was pretty funny—I chose a potato because my brothers pick on me all the 
time and I feel like a mashed potato.”

 I was curious about the prompt idea, so I asked him why he liked the 
prompts. He said, “Because there is no right answer. We just get to write.” But 
Jesse also knows that if he is proud of his prompt-writing exercises, he can 
bring them to Mrs. Widmann as evidence of meeting her standards to improve 
his grades.

 Let’s think about what Pam Widmann is doing in her classroom practice for 
a few minutes. When she grades, she often focuses on a single part of the writing 
process. She provides students with many opportunities to write: each student 
in her class keeps a writer’s notebook for quick-write (Jesse’s “weird prompt”) 
exercises, and each student also keeps a portfolio of drafts and final copies that 
are assigned as each term progresses. Pam labels her grades by standard. As the 
end of a grading term nears, she quickly determines if students need work in 
a particular area of writing, and she can also ask students to provide her with 
examples of how well they are writing before she finalizes grades. 

 Pam’s method of grading saves time because she often grades pieces on only 
one or two standards, and she also avoids the need to average. In other words, 
if she looks at Jesse’s grades and notes that he has not met a proficiency level 
in figurative language, she can ask him to produce a piece that demonstrates 
his growth in this area. He can use an existing piece, revise a piece, or craft a 
new one—but he knows exactly what is expected of him. He has a chance to 
demonstrate what he has learned and how he has grown. In a standards-based 
grading system, it is unnecessary to grade everything and average assignments, 
because students need to demonstrate that they have met the standard, not 
that they have maintained a 90 percent average over time.

 I asked another student in Pam’s class, Megan, about her grades and moti-
vation. She was proud of how far her writing had come since being in the class, 
and I asked her if she found grades motivating or not.

 “What if you get a grade that you are disappointed about? What do you do?” 
I asked.
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 Megan said that grades made her want to improve, and that Pam’s com-
ments and her clear rubrics (developed with students’ input, as described in 
Chapter 3) helped. “Grades motivate me to do better,” she told me.

 Until I asked her specifically about grades, however, Megan only talked 
about her writing, her goals, and her pride in improving. She was willing to 
talk about grades when cued, but that was not her focus when we sat down to 
look at her portfolio.

 Many teachers tell me they are frustrated by assigning a single score to 
a process as complex as writing, but my discussions with students convince 
me there are ways to help them focus on improving their work rather than on 
getting higher grades. I believe one key to deemphasizing grades is in monitor-
ing the talk in the classroom: If the talk is consistently about writing and the 
qualities of strong writing, then our message to students is about quality, not 
grades. If I choose to repeatedly remind my students how to raise a grade 
instead of how to improve the writing, then I am asking them to work for the 
grade and not for the quality.

 Jesse and Megan are cases in point here: they only mentioned grades when 
I specifically brought them up, and Jesse even showed me the piece he received 
a low score on as his best work because he assumed we were there to talk about 
the quality of writing.

 When students talked to me about “fair” grading practices, these traits 
were commonly mentioned:

• Clear expectations

• The opportunity to get support prior to a final assignment’s being due

• An opportunity to demonstrate learning as the grading term ends—not so much a 
chance to “redo” a piece in order to receive a higher grade, but an opportunity to 
show what you have learned

 The last descriptor places the emphasis on grades where I think it should be: on 
growth and progress. And if we think back to Jane’s comment, what we are really 
providing is an opportunity for students to show how their efforts have paid off.
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 I visited Jan DiSanti’s fourth-grade classroom to discuss the same issues 
about grades. In my district, fourth grade is the first level when students 
receive actual letter grades on their report cards. This first year of grades can 
be difficult for some students because they might focus more on their grades 
than on their learning. But, as in Pam Widmann’s sixth-grade class, I found 
that strong teaching practices defuse anxiety about grades.

 Tiana mentioned that if she received a bad grade, she would first look 
at some of her own writing to see if she could do a better job. “First I would 
compare it with one of my pieces I did a good job on, then I would see how I 
went down. Another idea is I would think of more ways to make my writing 
better. If that didn’t work, I would go to Ms. DiSanti for more support.”

 Sade, Tiana’s friend, sat in on this discussion and agreed that the first place 
she would look for support was her own writing. When I asked them if they had 
ever been discouraged about writing, they said they had, but that the best way 
to move on and to get support was by talking to other students in the room. 
Their sources of support were clear to these students: their own writing, the 
help of their teacher, and discussions with peers and family members. These 
students were able to name specific sources of support independently, which 
means they had internalized their own writing processes. The time that Jan 
has spent helping her students understand how they can improve their own 
writing has paid off, because as these students encounter difficulty, they will 
be able to seek the support they need. I have visited Jan’s classroom many 
times, and one of her many strengths is her ability to help students own their 
learning. She has very high expectations, and she differentiates with ease 
because her students know what they need to be successful.   

 Franny, another student in Jan’s class, discussed the changes in her grades 
during the year. In the first grading period, Franny received a C. By the second 
term, she had improved and received a B.

 “What did you do to improve your grade? What made the difference for 
you?” I asked.

 “I was encouraged by teachers and I was more focused. They encouraged 
me to not play around with my friends and to work harder,” Franny replied.
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 “So were other things in class getting in the way of your learning? Did it 
discourage you when your teachers pointed this out?”

 “No.”
 “What did you improve in your writing?”
 “More details. Sometimes my writing doesn’t make sense because I didn’t 

include enough details. My friends would tell me that my writing didn’t make 
sense because I didn’t have details.”

 “Are there certain students in class who help you with your writing?”
 “Yes. I go to Hailey because she is an extraordinary writer. And she doesn’t 

lie. She will tell me the truth about my writing and it really helps me.”
 Franny is reiterating what I heard from other students. Her effort, when 

focused, paid off. And it is interesting to hear this student, all of ten years 
old, continually focus on how much her writing has improved. Even though 
she is graded because she is in a school system, she never mentioned grades 
on her own—she kept talking about how she was hoping to improve her 
writing, and she knew where she could get support in order for this to 
happen.

 After several interviews, I talked with Jan’s whole class about grades and 
how to make sure grades were fair. They felt that as long as they could go back 
and try again, they didn’t mind grades, even if they were low. I assumed they 
were talking about a chance to revise.

 “So you mean that as long as you have a chance to revise a piece for a better 
grade, the grades don’t bother you?”

 “Or, we could just start a new piece to show how we are getting better,” said 
Franny.

 “You don’t want to revise the old one?”
 “No, not always.”
 I asked students to raise their hands if they would rather start a new piece 

to show how they were improving as opposed to revising an old piece.
 All of the students voted for starting a new piece. This is not a scientific 

survey, but it was interesting information for Jan and I to discover. We talked 
about the possibility of building in enough time before the end of each grading 
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period for students to start new pieces that demonstrated their best work. 
They liked this idea.

 Again, it is not just important to know your students as writers—it is 
essential. I share these examples as models for beginning a dialogue with 
students about fair grading practices. I am sure that Pam’s and Jan’s students 
next year may have some different ideas, but I am also certain their students 
will have a voice. Their teachers will listen to them because they know that 
assessment is an important topic to discuss, especially when the proper use 
of assessment can lead to more informed teaching and better writing. When 
students are allowed to help define what is fair and to collaborate with teachers 
as assessment routines are defined and carried out, they are more likely to 
work hard to become strong writers.

Summing Up: A Balanced Approach to Teaching 

When I think about grades now, after spending a lot of time talking with 
students and teachers and reflecting on the many ways I have tried to grade 
student work, I have come to the conclusion that we must have balance. Part 
of me wishes we could just get rid of grades altogether—but then, when I talked 
with students, I realized they only became stressed about grades when they 
felt the grading practices themselves were unfair.

 Here is a summary of tips from this chapter that will help you achieve a 
balance as you consider your own grading practices:

• Make sure that effort is honored in some way in your classroom. If students are 
working hard toward meeting your standards, then their efforts should pay off by 
raising the quality of their writing.

• Clarify the meaning of “independence” as you consider your grading practices, 
and be cautious about equating tests with the only “real” independent indicator of 
student success.

• Separate student knowledge and application. Do not assume students do not 
understand the qualities of good writing just because they do not always produce 
it. First, determine if it is a problem of knowledge or application.

• Monitor student progress while you read and grade student work. Be cautious 
about sharing low rubric scores or grades with students if they do not allow 
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these students to see how they have grown. Try to find ways to frequently show 
students, concretely, how they are growing as writers. 

• Discuss grades with students as a way to demonstrate how they are growing rather 
than making them feel “stuck.” Be cautious about grades that reflect incomplete 
homework or assignments rather than grades that reflect student achievement. 
The more closely grades track student progress toward a standard, the less 
surprising grades will be to students.

• Build in time before the end of each grading period for students to improve as 
writers. Do not wait until a few days before the end of a grading term to surprise 
yourself, your students, and parents about low grades that could have been 
improved.

• Allow students opportunities to demonstrate their growth as writers. Let them 
decide if they are going to revise an existing piece or start a new one.

 

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



This page intentionally left blank 

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



C h a p t e r

6

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



98

Keeping Records, 
Keeping Track

I belonged to a book discussion group for fifteen years. I enjoyed this 
opportunity to talk about books with other adults, even when the 
“teacher” in me wanted to guide the discussion, always ready with a 
thought-provoking question. 

 The only problem for me with this monthly meeting was the night we met: 
Sunday. Sunday nights are notoriously stress-inducing for teachers. We have 
a hard time focusing on anything except the papers we have to grade, and as 
soon as we tell ourselves we must grade, and keep up on our grading, we set 
ourselves up for being solely responsible for an enormous task: evaluating 
dozens, or hundreds, of student writing samples each week.

 As I have suggested throughout this book, assessment must encompass 
so much more than grading. We should rewind that Sunday night scene of 
the teacher on the couch surrounded by papers and think about why we are 
reading student work in the first place. If we do not move beyond the idea of 
grading every time we read student work, then we may never break out of the 
assign-and-grade cycle that does not result in stronger student writing. 

C h a p t e r
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 Since we ask students to read for authentic purposes, why can’t we? What 
if we changed our thinking about why we read student work? 

 A few years ago, I visited a second-grade classroom and I heard the teacher 
cueing her students to share what they noticed about a piece of writing a boy 
had shared. She said, “What do you admire about John’s writing?”

 Admire.
 What a verb. What if we read student work to admire what students are 

doing well? Can you imagine telling your Sunday night book club you have 
to leave a bit early because you have to go home and admire, instead of grade, 
student work? They might think it is time for you to retire, but I can tell you 
that when I read with the purpose of finding student strengths, there are many 
benefits: I do not lose energy by becoming an “error hunter,” I can use my 
positive comments about student work to build a writing community through 
conferences and public acknowledgment of strong student writing samples, 
and I can even begin marking student progress toward a standard by noticing 
strengths first. 

 So how can I read student work for various purposes and still keep in mind 
all of the planning and assessing I need to do? In the next part of the book, I 
will offer suggestions in two parts —one focused on reading a single piece of 
student writing, and one focused on reading multiple pieces.

Reading one Piece of Student Work

Anne Finseth’s third graders created picture books as a final project for their 
personal narrative study. One of Anne’s students, Veronica, wrote a piece about 
getting a hamster for her birthday (see Figure 6.1).

 If I think of only grading Veronica’s work, I might become overwhelmed 
by too many considerations, and I might also miss opportunities for helping 
Veronica become a stronger writer. If I get out my red pen, I might only notice 
her misspelling of sparkly as “sparkily” and polka dots as “pokadots.” I might be 
concerned about the tense changes or even wonder how this piece will eventually 
lead to a story about a pet. When I move to grade a piece first, I am focused on only 
one purpose and I therefore might limit my students’ opportunities for growth.
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Figure 6.1
veronica’s final project
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Figure 6.1
veronica’s final project

Figure 6.1 (continued)
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Figure 6.1 (continued)
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Figure 6.1 (continued)Figure 6.1 (continued)
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Figure 6.1 (continued)
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 When I think of what to admire about Veronica’s piece, however, I can 
do so much more than when I think of grading or evaluating. I can admire 
how effectively Veronica uses just the right amount of description when she 
discusses the outfit her mother bought her. I can admire the way she moves the 
narrative through time, providing details about going to the pet store, the zoo, 
and then again to the pet store to get the hamster she has been waiting for. 

 When I choose something to admire first, I not only stifle the editor in me 
but also find ideas for conferences. The first rule of thumb when conferring 
with students is to begin with the positive, so noticing something Veronica 
has done well serves two purposes: I can record her strengths for assessment 
purposes, and I can also develop a conversation starter for our conference. 

 Since I never hear teachers complain about having too much planning time, 
I try to find ways to incorporate planning into any reading of student work. I 
am looking for strengths in Veronica’s piece anyway, so why not keep an eye 
out for a writing craft technique she has used that can become a model for the 
rest of the class? When I do this, I am moving from reading one paper that can 
guide my thinking about one student to finding something I can teach to my 
whole class. For example, I have never visited a third-grade classroom where 
the students would not benefit from a discussion about the right amount of 
description. I call this the “Goldilocks theory” of description: we want just the 
right amount of descriptive writing. Not too much, not too little, but just right. 
Since Veronica has provided just a few descriptive adjectives in the section 
about the clothes her mother bought her, I can use her text as a model for the 
whole class. I can quickly share an excerpted page from her piece, and I can ask 
students to think about the right amount of descriptive language when they 
write their own pieces.

 So in this one instructional move—reading to admire—I have accomplished 
three things:

1.  I have read and recorded Veronica’s individual strengths.

2.   I have selected possible topics to begin a conference.

3.   I have found possibilities for using student work as a model during a mini-lesson.

Figure 6.1 (continued)
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 I list these separately to demonstrate how I am assessing Veronica as a writer: 
instead of becoming the editor who looks only for errors, I am first looking for 
strengths. I am assessing in a positive way, rather than in a way that will only 
allow me to focus on what is wrong.

 Once I have admired Veronica’s piece, I can move on to looking for possible 
learning targets. Here, it is essential to know as much about the student as 
possible. Most students can only handle one or two suggestions for improve-
ment at a time, and we must make sure we base our decisions on what students 
already know and are able to do. I have noted that Veronica’s strengths include 
specific supporting details, a strong sense of voice in both pictures and text, 
and some strong descriptive words. One default technique I use when choosing 
a learning target is to capitalize on the students’ strengths. For example, in 
this piece, Veronica describes her clothes at the beginning, but she does not 
describe the hamster later in the piece. Since she has already demonstrated 
an ability to describe, and I know I will mention this when I talk with her, I 
can always ask her to use descriptive writing skills on the page when she buys 
her hamster. I am asking her to replicate a craft she has already used. Another 
possibility is to consider other writing crafts or skills that I want this student 
to incorporate in this piece—but again, knowing the student is absolutely 
necessary. For example, I may decide Veronica can work on a lead that sets 
the reader up to want to know more about her hamster. Or I may ask her to 
examine sentence beginnings and lengths. If I have been working in class on 
subject-verb agreement and tense changes, then I may want to ask Veronica 
about pages where she changes her verb tenses. None of these are right or 
wrong instructional moves, but my decisions should be made so that Veronica 
feels empowered. I also must consider efficiency. Since most of us do not have 
the luxury of teaching an individual student brand-new material for fifteen- or 
twenty-minute stretches, I will need to select a learning target Veronica can 
act upon in a short time frame. 

 In addition to the learning target, I must also consider how Veronica will 
demonstrate how she grows after our conference. For example, let’s say that 
I notice when I read Veronica’s picture book that she needs to think about 
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balance: her piece is mainly about the hamster, but at times she moves on 
to other topics within the day and gives these ideas more attention than the 
hamster. My teaching point is about balance, but should I ask her to revise 
the piece she has already written or should I instead ask her to consider 
balance the next time she writes? I typically consider where we are in the 
writing process when I think about the “now” or “later” choice. I know that 
Veronica’s piece is filled with energy and voice. I know she has produced a 
final copy that has been shared with her class and her family. Because of this, 
I probably won’t ask her to go in and change this piece, but rather, I may have 
a discussion with her during the planning stages the next time she writes. I 
might talk with her about her ideas and help her to figure out where to place 
the emphasis in her writing. 

 I must always compare Veronica to herself as I make these decisions about 
what to teach her. In other words, I am not going to leave Veronica with the 
impression she did something wrong. I want to emphasize what is right first 
and then find teaching points that can make her a stronger, more confident 
writer.

Reading Multiple Papers

I have demonstrated how we can help our entire class by reading just one 
piece of student work, but more often, we must read an entire set of papers 
to actually determine how to inform our instruction. Even when faced with a 
stack of papers, though, there are ways to be efficient.

 Let me give an example. I have a stack of twenty-four pieces of fifth-
grade student work in front of me, and I begin reading the first piece. I 
am reading intentionally with the purpose of finding a strength in each 
student’s writing. While I read, I have both a rubric and a record sheet next 
to me. On the record sheet, I have included room for recording possible 
mini-lesson topics based on what I learn while reading student work (see 
Figure 6.2; also in appendix).
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WRiTiNG ReCoRD SHeeT

Date ___________________________  Genre___________________________

Name Main 
Idea

Specific 
Details

Multiple 
Details

Organization Word 
Choice

Conventions

NUMBeR CoDeS LeTTeR CoDeS

4 = clearly meets standard S = strength L = learning target
3 = strengths outweigh weaknesses M = student model for mini-lesson
2 = weaknesses outweigh strengths Mini-lesson needs:
1 = no evidence of meeting standard

Figure 6.2
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 When I read Brian’s paper (Figure 6.3), the first in my stack, I notice he has 
a clear main idea (he hates broccoli), but needs more supporting details. I 
am using the rubric below the chart to help me score this piece, so I record a 
4 for main idea and a 2 for supporting details. However, I do notice that the 
details he has are actually clear and specific, so I note a conference starter 
on my record sheet with an S. I also add Brian’s piece to my list of possible 
mini-lessons below the table on the record sheet and note that his work can 
promote the use of specific details. 

Figure 6.3
brian’s piece
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When I move on to Owen’s piece (Figure 6.4), I immediately notice that, 
according to the rubric language, his use of supporting details puts his piece 
in the 4 category. I note below the table that I can use this piece as an example 
of the use of multiple supporting details in a mini-lesson. Owen needs to work 
on his organization and his use of conventions, so I note this by recording a 2 
in each of these categories on the record sheet.

Figure 6.4
owen’s piece
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Much like how I looked at Veronica’s piece earlier, I can accomplish mul-
tiple tasks by reading this group of fifth graders’ pieces:

1. I have recorded student strengths so that I can keep track of how I might want to 
begin a conference or a brief discussion with each student about a strength

2. I have recorded possibilities for teaching points (anything less than a 4) for each 
student. 

3. I have recorded possibilities for mini-lessons based on students’ strengths. 
I know that I can find professional mentor texts very easily to compare the 
students’ work to. To begin each mini-lesson, I can briefly read an excerpt from a 
student piece and an excerpt from the corresponding professional piece. Then I 
can describe the importance of the writing craft technique. 

 While this may sound time consuming, I recorded the information on the 
completed record sheet (see Figure 6.5) in about forty minutes. This record 
will be useful to me for several days as students continue working and as I 
decide on what mini-lessons will benefit the class. 

Figure 6.5
completed writing record Sheet

-
-
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When I look at the entire record sheet, I can now make some decisions 
about what my students need next. Because ten students have yet to demon-
strate strengths in organization, and only three have clearly met this standard, 
it seems logical to use these three students’ samples as models for how to 
organize a written piece. Most students have seemed to master specific details, 
while others are not as strong at including multiple details to support their 
intentions as writers. From reading this one set of papers, I have three samples 
of student writing that can serve as models for specific details, one for multiple 
details, and the three already mentioned for organization. 

 The learning targets (recorded with an L on the record sheet) indicate 
my future work with individual students. Since ten students have targets for 
organization, this will be the basis of my next mini-lesson. Hopefully, many, 
if not all, of these students will improve their writing on their own after the 
mini-lesson. I have other students with learning targets for specific details, 
multiple details, and word choice, so as I walk around the room and confer 
with students I can begin to talk with individuals about these targets. I have 
also indicated each student’s individual strengths (noted with an S ) so that I 
can offer praise at the beginning of each conference.

 There are times when we read student work and notice that all students 
need the same teaching point, and we may not have any student models to use 
for a mini-lesson. For example, what would have happened if I read all of the 
pieces from this fifth-grade class and noticed the need for organization, but no 
students had actually written a completely organized piece? If this happens, I 
have a few options:

1. I can create a piece of my own writing and then tell the students I have struggled 
with the same thing they are struggling with. I can cue them to help me make my 
piece more organized, for example, if I noticed they were struggling in this area. 
After we work on my piece, they can work on their own in the same manner.

2. I can find a professional piece of writing that exhibits the qualities missing in 
student work samples. Once we examine the strengths of the professional model, 
I can ask students to see if they can revise their own pieces demonstrating these 
strengths.
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3. We can write a piece together as a class during the mini-lesson, and I can cue 
students to think carefully about the craft or skill I want them to focus on. For 
example, since I am concerned about organization in the student writing I just 
collected, I can ask students to help me create a piece of writing about a topic we 
have just studied in class or about an experience we have all had. When students 
provide examples of details we might include in our piece, I can first list the 
details and then talk about how to organize them. 

Do Standards Limit Surprises?

There is an inherent problem with labeling a record sheet with specific 
standards: What if students do something unusual, and they actually write 
something not covered in the standards on my record sheet or rubric? What 
if they surprise me? This happens to me all the time—and when it does, I am 
so glad that I can remain surprised. In the group of fifth-grade student writing 
described in the last section, for example, my student Frank indicated that 
he would not allow green beans if he was in charge. Instead of writing this in 
a typical fashion, however, he wrote: “In the United States of Frank . . .” as a 
repeated line to specify what would and would not be allowed in regard to food 
in “his” country. Frank’s unique voice shines here. Though I am not techni-
cally recording students’ use of voice in this particular piece, I can certainly 
praise Frank during a conference, or I can share his piece with the class as an 
example of a unique style. My point here is that, although I have categorized 
my reading of student work on the record sheets in Figures 6.2 and 6.5, I 
keep myself open to the element of surprise because I first look to admire—to 
notice a strength. In the United States of Frank, I welcome pleasant surprises 
in student writing.

Summing Up 

Obviously, we sometimes need to grade student work. But if we only grade or 
evaluate, we become the ones with all the answers, and we create an environment 
where it is nearly impossible to move beyond merely assigning and grading. The 
record-keeping systems suggested in this chapter are meant to support reading 
student work for various purposes and keeping track of this work.

What Student Writing Teaches Us: Formative Assessment in the Writing Workshop by Mark Overmeyer.  
© 2009 Stenhouse Publishers. No reproduction without written permission from publisher. 



w h a t  S t u d e n t  w r i t i n g  t e a c h e S  u S 

114

 So this Sunday night, read to admire student work and see what happens 
when you walk into your classroom Monday morning, excited to share what 
you noticed. You may not dread future Sundays as much as before, and your 
students may actually begin to believe in themselves as writers.  And remem-
ber what staff developer and writer Carl Anderson shared at a conference I 
attended: assess comes from the Latin word meaning “to sit beside.” When you 
look at student writing, you are not standing in a place of judgment. Rather, 
you are sitting beside your students, and they are helping you, guiding you, 
teaching you what to do next. 
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My WRiTiNG PRoCeSS

 What works for me What doesn’t work

Getting ready to 
write/Idea making

Writing/Drafting

Revising/Editing

Goals
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My WRiTiNG PRoGReSS

Name __________________________________________________________________

Content and orGaniZation

My writing has a clear main idea.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I included important details in my writing.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

My writing is organized and logical: the ideas fit together.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________
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My WRiTiNG PRoGReSS (CoNTiNUeD)

StYle and FlUenCY

I used awesome words: 
• specific nouns
• descriptive adjectives
• and strong verbs

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I used just the right amount of 
• similes, 
• sensory details, 
• or imagery to help make a picture in the reader’s mind

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I wrote some long sentences, and some short sentences. Not all of my sentences begin with the same word.

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________

I have almost no errors in 
• capitalization
• punctuation
• spelling

1. ____________________________ 2. ____________________________ 3. ____________________________
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WRiTiNG ReCoRD SHeeT

Date ___________________________  Genre___________________________

Name Main 
Idea

Specific 
Details

Multiple 
Details

Organization Word 
Choice

Conventions

NUMBeR CoDeS LeTTeR CoDeS

4 = clearly meets standard S = strength L = learning target
3 = strengths outweigh weaknesses M = student model for mini-lesson
2 = weaknesses outweigh strengths Mini-lesson needs:
1 = no evidence of meeting standard
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