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My journey teaching adolescents to write started when I took over as the middle 

school Integrated Language Arts (ILA) teacher in a small New Jersey town. Small, 

as in I am the only ILA teacher in the whole school.   

 

Our school has one small class per grade level, so teaching three grades doesn’t 

mean I teach a hundred students.  However, whether you’re planning for 10 or 

30, the amount of work is the same.  There may even be extra work, because with 

class sizes of 10, you can “do so much more,” and believe me, we do!  

 

Research consistently supports the notion that the more students read, the better 

they become at reading.  Therefore, it has always been my goal to read a novel a 

month with my students.  However, when I sat down that first year, I realized that 

I could not teach 30 novels.  So, I incorporated independent reading, and it 

worked like a charm.  And why wouldn’t it? I’ve sat in countless professional 

development sessions where my International Literacy Association (ILA) idols -

Kelly Gallagher, Kyleen Beers, and Lucy Calkins, to name a few, have all 

encouraged teachers to allow their students autonomy and provide them with 

“multitudes of opportunities” to own their reading and thinking.  Fast forward to 

my second year, and I asked myself “I wonder if I could apply the same philosophy 

to writing?”  So, I have given it a try and called it “Independent Writing”. 

 

But independent writing already exists as part of the Writer’s Workshop model, 

right after the mini lesson, right? This is true, but when I say “independent 

writing,” I truly mean independent, from start to finish.  Quite frankly, I couldn’t 

think of a cute, catchy title that my students would understand, so Independent 

Writing it was. 

 



Basically, I set aside three weeks, twice year, for students to write WHATEVER 

they want.  Occasionally, some students choose to write something informational, 

like a how-to or a journalistic narrative about an event that took place, but most 

students choose to write fictional stories.  They engage in the entire “writing 

process,” but emphasis is placed on revision.  Students spend about a week 

revising their pieces, using whatever strategies they feel would most benefit their 

writing.  Sometimes, students reread their work and decide that their writing 

would benefit from something specific, such as slow-motion description.  Other 

times, students are satisfied with their work as is.  In those cases, they use their 

own self-awareness to choose topics they know they struggle with as writers.  For 

example, some students struggle with using high-level vocabulary when they 

draft.  Those students almost always choose to revise for word choice, because 

they know that’s an area where they could use improvement.  In addition to the 

use of the writing process, goal-setting allows students the ability to focus and 

therefore see more growth over time. (Graham and Perin, 2007).  

 

During this entire process, I don’t teach a single lesson. They already know how to 

plan and draft!  Instead, my co-teacher Bryce Blondina and I compiled a Google 

Slides presentation of “mini lessons” previously taught that students can refer to 

independently to revise their writing (Attachment A).  Because research suggests 

that using mentor texts can help writers improve (Graham and & Perin, 2007), 

several of the independent revision activities involve reading a well-known 

mentor text, such as “All Summer in a Day” by Ray Bradbury. Throughout the 

year, I incorporate several mentor texts into my writing instruction, showing 

students how to use these texts as models for their own writing.  If they choose to 

use a strategy that involves reading a mentor text, they read with the intent of 

noticing a specific writing strategy, such as slow-motion description.  Then, 

students use the strategy modeled in the text to help them develop the 

description within their own writing.  

 

Each student is responsible for independently selecting and applying two revision 

activities.  These range from using mentor texts to revise description to strategies 

for improving vocabulary.  Students highlight their changes as they revise so I can 



see what they are doing.  While students are writing, my co-teachers (Bryce 

Blondina and  Leslie Weiss) and I conference with them individually, so they can 

describe their goal(s), plans and progress.  I do not impose a focus for revision, 

but rather offer suggestions or ideas if they ask me. They choose the path; I’m just 

along as a support for their ride. 

 

Afterwards, the students reflect on their use of the process and their publication 

in a one-paragraph response.  After we share, I grade them using a checklist 

(Attachment B).  They are not graded on the quality of their writing, but rather 

their use of the writing process.  

 

Full disclosure, this is an “easy A.”  But, what I noticed was incredible.  The writing 

that they were producing was awesome!  When students were given the freedom 

to direct their own writing, they composed interesting and creative writing.  They 

took true compositional risks.  They experimented with dialogue, internal 

thoughts and even text messaging!  Not to mention, it felt REALLY good to give 

that struggling “C” student an “A” for once.   

 

When adolescents are engaged and care about what they are producing, the 

results are far superior to anything else you assign.  I had a student work on his 

very intricate comic book storyline.  I had a group of girls write crossover stories, 

following the same characters.  I had students write pages of well-designed 

fantasy stories.     

 

So, you may ask, how do I justify giving up six weeks of instruction to allow my 

students the freedom to write?  Because the writing is fantastic.  And just like the 

more you read, the better you read - the more you write, the better you write.  I 

saw results. Maybe not results I could quantify on a PARCC rubric, but results I 

could recognize deep down inside each student, because I am their teacher.  Do I 

have the next Stan Lee, Shonda Rhimes or J. K. Rowling in my classes?  Who 

knows?  But we’ll never find out if they only write essays.  Believe me, any time 

you can give to allow students to “do their own thing” is time well spent!   
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