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ne of the most exciting developments of the Common Core State Standards is their 

attention to writing. To be a literate person in today’s world, it is not enough to be able 

to acquire information from the writing of others; one must also be able to convey 

ideas through one’s own writing. To quote the Standards document, “students who meet the 

Standards develop the skills in reading, writing, speaking, and listening that are the foundation 

for any creative and purposeful expression in language” (National Governors Association 

Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers [NGACBP & CCSSO], 

2010, p. 3). This professional development guide is intended to link the Common Core State 

Standards to the book Marvelous Minilessons for Teaching Intermediate Writing, Grades 4–6. 

Marvelous Minilessons is a professional resource designed to support teachers in implementing 

a writing program, with 40 complete minilessons, a unit planning guide, and support for 

implementing a writing workshop. The book addresses each of the four categories of writing 

standards: 

1. Text types and purposes (Anchor Standards W1–W3): In addition to a number of lessons on 

the craft of narrative writing, Marvelous Minilessons contains complete units of study on 

research report (informational/explanatory) and persuasive (opinion/argumentative) writing. 

2. Production and distribution of writing (Anchor Standards W4–W6): Marvelous Minilessons 

focuses on a process approach to writing, with lessons on planning and revising writing as well 

as guidelines for teacher and peer conferences. Information about the impact of technology on 

writing instruction and how we can use it to support academic writing is integrated throughout 

the book. 

3. Research to build and present knowledge (Anchor Standards W7–W9): The unit plans on 

persuasive and research report writing in Marvelous Minilessons offer tips and lessons for 

teaching students to gather and present research from a range of sources. Additionally, a chapter 

on the unique genre of test writing guides students in crafting written responses to their reading. 

4. Range of writing (Anchor Standard W10): Marvelous Minilessons recognizes that students 

write in many forms for many purposes. Not all writing travels the entire journey from planning 

to publication. The book contains complete unit plans that guide students in taking a piece of 

writing through many stages and revisions, as well as short guided writing exercises that focus 

on a particular skill or element of the author’s craft. 

In this professional development guide, we will focus on the first two categories, Anchor 

Standards W1–W6, first focusing on W4–W6 and then addressing W1–W3, to follow the 

organization of Marvelous Minilessons. Discussion points and interactive tasks for professional 

development sessions are suggested. Additionally, a chart at the end of this guide provides 

specific links from many of the minilessons in the book to specific anchor standards. 
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4. Produce clear and coherent writing in which the development, organization, and 

style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience. 

5. Develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, 

or trying a new approach. 

6. Use technology, including the Internet, to produce and publish writing and to 

interact and collaborate with others. (NGACBP & CCSSO, 2010, p. 18) 

The Anchor Standards for Production and Distribution of Writing 

Overview of These Anchor Standards 

In W4, the emphasis is on recognition of the audience and the purpose for writing as writers 

choose a text form and communicate with appropriate language and voice. For example, the style 

and tone of a fairy tale retold for young children would be quite different from a passionate 

opinion piece on why students should be able to wear hats in school. 

In W5, the focus is on a writing process of planning, composing, revising, editing, and 

publishing. In grades 4–6, it is expected that writers will have support from teachers and peers. Not 

every piece of writing will go through this process, and it is not carved in stone or even linear, but 

it is a guideline for a series of stages from conception to publication of a piece of writing. 

In W6, the focus is on the use of technology to support writing at all stages of the writing 

process. 

Links to Marvelous Minilessons 

Chapters 1 and 2 of Marvelous Minilessons (“The Writing Workshop: A Predictable Structure,” 

and “Unit Planning and the Six-Traits Framework”) focus on a writing process that guides students 

from planning to publication and provide a planning template that links assessment and instruction 

through genre-based units of study. Chapter 3, “The Power of Prewriting,” offers a series of tools 

for planning and organizing writing. For example, TAP Into Writing (p. 38) establishes a routine of 

considering the topic, audience, and purpose when planning a piece of writing. Embedded within 

the Preface and in Chapter 1 is background information on the ways that technology has impacted 

student writing and school writing instruction, as well as ideas for hooking the “text-messaging 

generation.” 

Discussion Points 

1. What evidence do you see that your students are engaged in writing through social messaging? 

Do you see this as a help or a hindrance to their more formal writing in school? In what ways 

might we take advantage of social messaging to enhance the classroom writing program? (For 
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additional reading, see www.lorijamison.com (Teacher Tools) for an article on writing for the 

text-messaging generation. 

2. “There is more than 75 years of research indicating that grammar instruction in isolation does not 

improve writing (Hillocks, 1986).” (p. 3). What are your thoughts about this statement? How can 

we ensure that students learn the conventions of spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure? 

3. What methods of evaluation (e.g., grading) and assessment (e.g., determining student strengths 

and weaknesses for planning instruction) do you see as most effective for writing instruction? 

Activities 

1. Try a TAG conference (p. 10). Provide participants with a student writing sample (several may 

be found in Marvelous Minilessons) and have them work in pairs or small groups to articulate 

two or three strengths of the writing, two or three questions, and one or two pieces of advice to 

make the writing stronger. 

2. Work through the lesson TAP Into Writing (p. 38) together, completing the guided writing 

activity on considering the topic, audience, and purpose when planning writing. 

3. Have participants work in grade or school groups to develop collaborative unit plans using the 

process outlined in Chapter 2. (This would be a full-day task, so you may want to choose only 

one aspect of the planning or stretch it out over several professional development sessions.) 

You may want to start with narrative writing, as many teachers are most comfortable with this 

genre. Marvelous Minilessons uses the six-traits framework for organizing learning goals and 

lessons, but if teachers are unfamiliar with this model, it isn’t essential to the success of the 

unit plan. The advantage of the traits is that they help us balance the elements of writing; 

alternatively, you may choose to simply categorize the learning goals as “content” (idea 

development and organizational sequence), “craft” (word choice, voice and tone, and literary 

elements), and “conventions” (spelling and mechanics). 

a. Together, brainstorm learning goals for the text form, using the six-traits framework or 

another organizational structure of your choice. 

b. Have each group select 10–12 goals appropriate to their grade level and curricular 

standards, ensuring there is a balance of goals related to content, craft, and conventions. 

c. Develop one or more minilessons to address each of the goals and outline an appropriate 

sequence for these lessons. 

d. Construct a 3-point assessment rubric describing what each of the goals would look like 

in exemplary, satisfactory, and unsatisfactory writing. 

www.lorijamison.com
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1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, 

using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence. 

2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas and 

information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization, 

and analysis of content. 

3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective 

technique, well‐chosen details, and well‐structured event sequences. (NGACBP & 

CCSSO, 2010, p. 18) 

The Anchor Standards for Text Types and Purposes in Writing 

Overview of These Anchor Standards 

In W1, students are expected to construct an opinion piece, or argument, that states a premise, 

offers support for that premise, and provides a logical conclusion. In grades 4–6, students are 

expected to progress from developing a supported opinion to creating an argument that is 

supported by evidence and refutes possible opposition to their argument. 

In W2, writers are asked to explain or inform about a topic, with relevant details and a logical 

structure and with appropriate technical vocabulary and effective use of transitions. Whereas 

students in grades 4 and 5 are expected to group details by topic in paragraphs, by grade 6, students 

are expected to demonstrate a greater range of structures, such as compare/contrast, cause/effect, 

and classification, with increasing sophistication and formality of style. 

In W3, the focus is on narrative writing structures, with carefully chosen details, a sequential 

and logical structure, elaboration techniques such as dialogue and description, appropriate use of 

vocabulary and transitions, and a satisfying conclusion. As students progress from grade 4 to 

grade 6, expectations are that the sophistication of their writing and the precision of their 

language will increase. 

Links to Marvelous Minilessons 

Chapter 4, “Elaboration: Adding Details to Details,” contains a collection of minilessons on 

development of ideas, including dabbling in dialogue, showing rather than telling, and using 

sensory details. Although most of these lessons are geared toward narrative writing, many of 

them may be adapted to other genres as well. Chapter 5, “Researching and Writing Informational 

Texts,” provides a complete unit of lessons for writing research reports, from researching, to 

paragraphing, to revising for interesting vocabulary and varied sentences. Chapter 6, “Writing to 

Persuade,” provides a similar set of lessons for opinion or argumentative writing, including topic 

selection, supporting one’s argument with facts and evidence, rebutting the opposition, and 

crafting an effective opening and closure. Additional lesson ideas for effectively crafting one’s 

writing may be found in Chapter 7, “The Writer’s Craft: Writing With Rhythm and Flair.” 
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Discussion Points 

1. The Common Core State Standards focus on three writing genres—argumentative, informative, 

and narrative—noting that there are several text forms within each. Why do you think these three 

were chosen? What would you add to complete your writing program? 

2. For each of these three writing genres, in what ways do the expectations for students’ writing 

evolve from grade 4 to grade 6? 

3. What are some literary (fiction and nonfiction) texts that you might use as examples of each of 

the text forms? 

4. Plagiarism, a perennial problem, has been exacerbated by the convenience of cutting and pasting 

from the Internet. How can we impress upon our students the importance of using their own 

words, and teach them how to gather information effectively and convey that information with 

power and precision? 

5. Paragraphing is a fairly sophisticated concept for our grade 4 students and remains challenging 

for many in grade 6 and beyond. The ill-advised but often taught paragraph structure of a topic 

sentence, three details, and a concluding sentence appears virtually nowhere in published 

writing. How, then, can we effectively teach our students to write in paragraphs? 

Activities 

We are all more effective teachers of writing when we are writers ourselves. As Donald Graves 

(n.d.) said, “You can’t ask someone to sing a duet with you until you know the tune yourself” 

(para. 16). As a long-term project, I recommend that teachers create their own persuasive and/or 

informative pieces of writing, as in “The Story of Chocolate” in Chapter 5 and “A Battle Against 

Bottled Water” in Chapter 6, following the routines and minilessons outlined in Chapters 4 and 5 

of Marvelous Minilessons. 

Any of the Guided Practice exercises in Chapters 4–6 would be appropriate for short writing 

tasks. The following are examples: 

1. Provide participants with the list of examples of writing bling found in the book on page 105 

(Figure 5.6) and a copy of the sample text about penguins on page 102 (Figure 5.5). Ask 

participants to work in pairs to revise by “adding some sparkle.” 

2. Using the same sample text about penguins on page 102, invite participants to craft opening 

and closing (“bookend”) paragraphs. 

3. Provide participants with the sample text “The Story of Chocolate” on page 103. Have them 

highlight and replace words that are repeated too often. 

4. Have participants look at the “Agree or Disagree?” chart on page 122 and generate a chart of 

issues that would be of interest and relevance to their own students. 
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5. Use the “What, Why, and How Do You Know?” lesson on page 123 to engage participants in 

planning an opinion piece on “The Secret Knowledge of Teachers,” with support for their opinion 

and evidence to support it. 
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Links From the Common Core Anchor Standards for Writing to Individual 

Lessons in Marvelous Minilessons for Teaching Intermediate Writing, Grades 4–6 

Anchor Standard Minilesson Description Page 

1. Write arguments to 

support claims in an 

analysis of substantive 

topics or texts, using 

valid reasoning and 

relevant and sufficient 

evidence. 

Agree or Disagree? Choosing an issue to write about 120 

What, Why and How Do 

You Know? 

Providing reasons and 

explanations for an opinion 

123 

Face the Facts! Supporting an opinion with facts, 

statistics, and examples 

127 

Other People Might 

Say… 

Anticipating an argument and 

providing a rebuttal 

129 

AIM for a Good Opening Writing an effective opening 

paragraph 

132 

The “I, You, or We” 

Closing 

Writing an effective closing 

paragraph 

134 

Loaded Words Purposefully using words that 

evoke emotion in a reader 

136 

2. Write informative/ 

explanatory texts to 

examine and convey 

complex ideas and 

information clearly and 

accurately through the 

effective selection, 

organization, and 

analysis of content. 

Thick and Thin 

Questions 

Planning research questions 88 

Telegram Notes Researching with jotted notes 92 

Terrific Topic Sentences Paragraphing with topic sentences 97 

Bookend Paragraphs Writing effective opening and 

closing paragraphs 

100 

Add Some Bling! Techniques for adding voice and 

interest to informational writing 

104 

Replacing Repeated 

Words 

Revising for variety in word choice 110 

3. Write narratives to 

develop real or 

imagined experiences 

or events using effective 

technique, well‐chosen 

details, and well‐

structured event 

sequences. 

The Trifold Planner Organizing writing into the 

beginning, middle, and end, with 

appropriate details 

45 

Listing Versus Layering Elaborating on selected details 55 

Don't Tell Me, Show Me! The “show, don't tell” strategy 62 

Make a Splash With the 

Senses 

Adding multisensory details 65 

Add an Anecdote Expanding on an idea by telling a 

story 

68 

Tell It in Slow-Mo Slowing down the most exciting 

part 

71 

(continued) 
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Anchor Standard Minilesson Description Page 

Dabble in Dialogue Inserting dialogue for interest and 

voice 

74 

The Five Ps of 

Paragraphing 

Paragraphing narrative text 165 

4. Produce clear and 

coherent writing in 

which the development, 

organization, and style 

are appropriate to task, 

purpose, and audience. 

TAP Into Writing Considering the topic, audience, 

and purpose of writing 

38 

5. Develop and 

strengthen writing as 

needed by planning, 

revising, editing, 

rewriting, or trying a 

new approach. 

Get In the Loop! Freewriting to generate ideas and 

build fluency 

35 

Storm and Sort Brainstorming and categorizing 

ideas before writing 

41 

Tell It Twice Pretelling to generate and 

organize ideas before writing 

43 

The Trifold Planner Organizing writing into the 

beginning, middle, and end, with 

appropriate details 

45 

Mind Mapping Creating a visual to organize 

writing 

49 

a
 From Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, 

Science, and Technical Subjects (p. 18), by National Governors Association Center for Best Practices 

and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010, Washington, DC: Authors.  

(continued) 


