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CHAPTER

1

Introduction
At a recent birthday dinner, I realized I had two types of friends. Six of us had
met at a new restaurant and we all ordered the special appetizer—butternut
squash soup. This soup was so good that, after only a few spoonfuls, we started
talking about making it ourselves. Dara doubted that the restaurant would
give us the recipe. Tim shook his head and said there was no need for that. He
then proceeded to list off the possible ingredients—onion, chicken stock, butternut squash, apples, nutmeg, cinnamon—and, after a few minutes of puzzlement, Tim and I both realized the secret ingredient might be orange juice
or perhaps orange zest. As I looked at the faces around the table of six, I realized that three of us were nodding in agreement with each ingredient he
listed. The other three looked at us with something between confusion and
amazement. “How do you know that?” Dara asked.
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“I’m not sure,” Tim replied with a shrug. “I guess I can just tell.”
As a literacy staff developer in Boston, I have seen an important connection between what I saw at dinner that night and the teaching of writing. Just
as all six of us could recognize that the soup was “delicious” and “flavorful,”
most people can recognize when writing has “voice” and “lots of details.” Only
some of us, however, can look at a page of writing with the same degree of
confidence and identify the craft an author has used to give the writing voice
or lots of detail. It might be no surprise that Tim and I love to cook, whereas
some of my friends at the table rely more on takeout and restaurants for dinner. It is not that Tim could “just tell” as if by magic. He had experience putting different, specific ingredients together in order to create “flavorful” soups.
Both cooking and writing are considered to be an art and a science. There
are basic rules to each but also a tremendous amount of room for individual
choices. When I cook, sometimes I am more scientific, like when I follow a
recipe from a cookbook for the first time. At other times I don’t measure anything and decide what ingredients to add as I go along, pulling from dishes
I’ve learned from my mother, dishes I’ve eaten at restaurants, and the more
inexplicable facet of intuition. The writing process is also full of countless
choices, which leads to products unique as the person creating them. And we
wouldn’t want it any other way. Imagine going to bookstores where the
books have different jackets and plots but are all written in the same style.
That’s like going to different restaurants, ordering chocolate cake for dessert,
and even though it might be served in different shapes, having it taste exactly
the same. The artistic side of both cooking and writing is integral to our
enjoyment of them.
In schools, however, writing is also an academic subject, a long-standing
member of the three Rs—reading, writing, and arithmetic. Until recently, the
presence of writing in schools has far out-favored the more scientific side of
this art and science. Spelling, grammar, punctuation, sentence diagramming,
handwriting, and all the predictable rules of the English language have tended
to be the major emphasis of writing instruction and assessments. And, until
recently, not knowing a lot about the craft of writing has not been all that
problematic. It certainly does not affect how much we can enjoy literature,
whether we are teachers or not, and it has never stopped society from producing prolific writers whose books line the shelves of bookstores and libraries.
But now, many teachers at the elementary and middle school levels are
being expected to teach the craft of writing—the more artistic side of this art
and science. Although this is absolutely a positive shift in education, it has also
been challenging for many teachers. This transition seems to have been less of
a challenge in the primary grades simply because primary students are learning to craft writing in more scientific ways. Even though there is room for
individual expression through both word choice and drawing, a good deal of
instruction falls under the rules of writing: letter formation, spacing, making a
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sentence, letter to sound relationships, and inventive spelling as well as conventional spelling of irregular words. As students need less instruction on how
to write, there is more room for instruction on how to write well. Fortunately,
educators recently started to validate the fact that if effective writing is about
the words that are used and the way they are put together, then we need to
move beyond just teaching the rules of grammar and the rules of mechanics.
Most people would agree with the notion that writing on your own outside of class time, even if it’s once in a while, will greatly benefit your own
instruction. Writing can be a powerful way to process ideas, reflections, and
thoughts, whether one teaches others or not. Teachers who don’t see themselves writing at home can still create a writer’s notebook with a few entries
from each genre to use for instruction. Having a notebook makes a public
statement that writing is something adults do on their own: it’s not just something done in school. It also makes a tremendous difference to students,
whether they say so or not, that we are willing to put parts of our own lives
on paper just as we are asking them to do.
While I support the concept that writing outside of class time is desirable,
I also believe it is not necessary to write on a consistent basis in order to teach
it well. Nor is it realistic or even fair to expect that all teachers, especially elementary school teachers who are responsible for teaching at least three or four
other subjects besides writing, should have to write in their spare time. What
I do believe is that if the expectation of what we teach students about writing
is changing, then so should our preparation. If we are to teach the craft of
writing to students, and not just mechanics and spelling, most of us cannot
rely solely on our own histories of writing instruction.
Teachers have a valid reason, of course, for not automatically having a
ready knowledge of craft. Very rarely, if ever, did we receive instruction in
writing. Most of us just got writing assignments and handed them in. We
might have received a grade or a smiley face. We even might have received
feedback on our mechanics and grammar or comments such as “very nice” or
“vague” scribbled in the margin. But when did we ever get actual instruction,
either in whole-class lessons or individually, on how to improve the craft and
style of our writing? In addition, anyone who went on to become a teacher
and study pedagogy did not receive much support about the teaching of writing. Most teacher preparation programs, whether at the undergraduate or
graduate level, have been rife with instruction about reading acquisition and
how to teach reading. Most programs also address how to teach writing in the
primary grades—how to support letter and word development as well as sentence structure through interactive and shared writing. But it seems that very
few teacher preparation programs have offered as much guidance on how to
teach children in the upper elementary grades to write well.
The fact that I came from a writing background, combined with the fact
that I studied under Lucy Calkins, who did focus on upper elementary writing
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as much as primary writing, meant I had an advantage going into my first
teaching job. There were other subject matters I struggled with that first year,
but writing was not one of them. This didn’t mean I was very good at that
point—I still had a lot of growing to do—but because of my previous experiences, I started with a solid foundation and, perhaps more importantly, I was
comfortable teaching writing. At the time, I probably couldn’t explain very
well what made me good at teaching writing, but it didn’t really matter. My
job was to teach my twenty-eight students, and that’s what I did.
When I became a staff developer, however, the nature of my job changed.
My job no longer was to help students write well but to help teachers find
ways to refine and improve their writing instruction. When I started to teach
district-wide workshops on writing workshop in Boston, the same expectations held true. It didn’t matter how good or comfortable I personally felt
when I conferred with students or planned and taught lessons for writing
workshop. What mattered now was how I could help others become more
comfortable and independent with teaching writing. This independence is particularly needed for conferring, where the very nature of on-the-spot assessment directly followed by teaching excludes the immediate use of support
materials. Teachers can use professional literature to plan lessons and learn
more about conferring, but once the conference starts, teachers have to rely
on themselves and what they know about writing in that moment. In my
workshops, I could show teachers a video of a great conference or describe
successful conferences I’ve had and show samples of improved student writing, but I kept hearing the same question from teachers: “This all makes sense,
but when I go back to my classroom, how do I know what to teach?”
I realized I was giving teachers a lot of information about how to go about
doing a conference, but somehow that wasn’t enough. So, rather than spend
time primarily on the structure of a conference, I shifted and tried to share the
skills behind conferring. I tried to figure out what went on in my mind that
helped me notice craft in many different levels of writing and how I made the
more craft-like aspects of writing, such as description and sentence fluency,
more tangible for students. Although conversation with students was and is
part of my research during a conference, this is not where I dug deeper. I was
probably not much better than a lot of other teachers when it came to talking
with students about their writing. I knew it was what I could see in the writing itself that made me feel more comfortable in conferences, especially with
students who were writing below grade level.
As the goal of my instruction shifted, so did the content of my workshops
for teachers. I no longer jumped into the stages of a conference or the structure of a mini-lesson. Before we got to the teaching of craft, teachers spent
time looking at and studying writing in a step-by-step process. I emphasized
getting to know specific craft, not just general concepts, that support the ability to write well. Teachers could then go back to their classrooms and give stu-
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dents tangible, attainable craft lessons to help them reach the larger goals of
voice and descriptive writing. Our study of writing also gave teachers a concrete process for noticing craft so they could continue to notice and gather
ideas for craft lessons on their own. I wasn’t asking teachers in these workshops to become writers or to develop an expertise in writing, but I was asking them to take time to become more familiar with the smaller craft skills
behind writing.
For this reason, Crafting Writers begins by looking at the art of writing itself.
Chapters 2 and 3 introduce readers to specific craft and a process for noticing
craft in writing. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 offer many specific writing techniques
that relate to different categories of craft such as word choice and sentence
variety.
Chapter 7 moves from the art of writing to the teaching of writing and
offers strategies for teaching craft in whole-class lessons. Chapters 8, 9, and 10
look at teaching craft in one-on-one conferences and demonstrate how knowing many specific craft techniques can help teachers see strengths and possible
next steps in all levels of writing.
The last two chapters look at aspects of writing workshop that support
overall instruction: the management of conferences, group conferences, and
using rubrics to assess writing.
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2

Specific Craft
One of my first lessons about teaching was not in a classroom but a pool. I
worked as a lifeguard on the weekends the summer after my junior year in
college. The Columbia University pool is in an immense room, several floors
below the main entrance, without a single window. Because I was there to
make sure no one drowned, I wasn’t allowed to read or do homework while
on duty. It might be no surprise that I spent most of my time watching people
swim. It was easy to recognize the good swimmers and notice how smoothly
they moved through the water. I didn’t grow up as a swimmer myself, but
watching some of the more experienced swimmers, with their amazing combination of power and grace, made me want to get better at this sport. Just
watching them, of course, would only get me so far. I knew I needed help.
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Luckily, my friend Chris Tessin was on the Columbia swim team and agreed to
give me lessons over the summer.
From the first day of these informal lessons, Chris always taught me specific techniques. After watching me swim a few laps, he told me that the first
thing I needed to work on was breathing on both sides when I swam. I also
had to work on keeping my head lower in the water. After I got better at those
skills, Chris taught me specific techniques to help me improve my arm stroke.
First I had to roll my shoulders more. Then Chris taught me how to keep my
elbows higher, and later on in the summer, he taught me how to keep my arm
movements symmetrical. Whether he was teaching me about my breathing,
my arms, or my kicking, he always gave me specific teaching points.
In order for me to improve, it was essential that Chris’s suggestions were
specific. I would not get very far with Chris just telling me, “Make your arm
stroke smoother,” even if that was my eventual goal. In order to make significant improvement, I needed someone to name the small skills that would
add up to a smooth arm stroke. The same is true in writing. Teachers can tell
students as many times as they want that their writing needs more voice or
description. But these are not next steps. Much like “swimming smoothly” is
an overall description of the desired final product, so are “writing with
details” and “writing with voice,” descriptions we hope will define our students’ writing.
Another reason it was so important that Chris gave me specific teaching
points is that it kept me accountable for practicing what he taught me. Any
technique he introduced was specific enough that I could work on it when I
swam by myself. I could make myself accountable for rolling my shoulder or
keeping my elbow up. But if he had told me to practice making my arm stroke
smoother, how would I hold myself accountable for that? He even could have
modeled it for me, but the fact is, I couldn’t just leap from swimming my way
to swimming like him. There were too many small skills that went into the
final product.
As long as we give students general next steps in writing, they will have a
hard time holding themselves accountable when they go back to their desks
and write on their own. Even though “adding more details” may be an accurate assessment of a student’s writing needs and describes what we want him
or her to do, it is not a next step.
This is not to say that discussing the concept of voice or helping students
recognize descriptive details is not helpful or important. We want students to
be aware of their goal, and any exposure to or conversation about good writing is beneficial. But instruction that supports recognition of descriptive writing should be purposefully different from instruction that helps students write
descriptively themselves.
Let’s first look at some common ways teachers try to help students write
with more description.
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