
How can we use writing frames or writing structures without students feeling like they always have to do formulaic writing?

1. Picture the flow. Whenever adults are speaking to a group, we plan out what points we are going to cover.  If it’s a meeting, we call this an agenda.  If it’s a speech, we make note cards or bullet points. We move from point to point as we talk, covering them all.  These are the same as frames, or text structures.  

And when we are writing, we lay out what points we want to cover so a reader can follow the writer’s train of thought. Laid out horizontally like a footpath, even young writers have an almost physical understanding of how to move through the steps.  Consider the structure below and ask yourself how your thinking has changed during your life.  
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2. Take out the drudgery.   Could you read the structure above and write one sentence for each box? Anyone could. This yields what we call a “kernel essay,” or a skeleton essay.  If students read their kernel essays to each other, they hear for themselves whether they have something worth developing with details.  Thus in very few sentences , writers see that they are on the right track.  If they don’t like the kernel essay, it’s easy to change.  But if they do like it, they can add details to expand each sentence into at least one paragraph.
Many teachers begin the year with a narrative, so that’s a natural place to try out this practice.  
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3. Give them the design control. Once students have written and shared several kernel essays, they’re ready to add additional structures to their repertoire.  After a class discussion about some current event, ask them to write a kernel essay using this structure. 
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4. Give them even more choices.  We can keep feeding them fish, or we can teach them to do the fishing. Give them permission to choose a structure for any writing.  Some structures work for narratives; some work better for information. And the designer can tweak away.   Are they speaking as a character?  As themselves? (Either!)  Could they rearrange the boxes to rearrange the reader’s experience? (Interesting idea! Try it!)  Could a persuasive piece be written as a narrative?  (Of course. It worked for Aesop and Jesus.)  

For example, which of the structures above would work as a book report? When students change the pronoun to mean a character instead of themselves, an essay about a book now has design elements that belong to the students! They choose the structure that will best serve them as they talk about the parts of the book that mattered most to them.  
5. Use student ideas.  As soon as one student asks to change the words in the boxes, you’re off and running!   

“Could I change some of the words in the boxes?”  


“Sure.”  


“Could I just make my own structure?” 

As soon as that happens, make sure to use the student’s name somewhere on the structure you add to your classroom collection, like this one.  
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6. Stay balanced.  Teacher-assigned writing is a necessity for developing writers, but daily writing should be balanced. Let them also write for themselves sometimes. without any organization. Stream-of-consciousness writing is healthy, fills up a journal with thoughts, wishes, and rants, and provides a great balance. (It’s also an effective/sneaky place to teach grammar unobtrusively.)
Writing will never be simple, but writing instruction can be.  Simplifying students’ processes can result in rich, authentic writing that the students design, for any purpose, on any occasion.  
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