
Writer’s Stylus  
Instructional Writing K-12

Teachers First

THE COURSE

Few teachers receive formal writing training, and even fewer write. The Writer’s Stylus program 
begins with a 3-1/2-day course where teachers from all academic disciplines become writing 
students. The instruction is thorough and systematic. Participants:

1. study powerful writing examples

2. strategically recognize traits of masterful writing

3. learn requisite skills and apply them in a personal writing assignment

4. understand effective assessment construction and its implications

5.  recognize best coaching practices and benefit from them

Teachers experience the potential of high-quality writing instruction through a research-based, 
proven effective, and transformational approach. Because teachers learn critical components of 
writing instruction and understand first-hand how they contribute to writing development, they 
are empowered to teach writing with greater intention.

I love the way 

you demonstrated the 

principles of writing 

instruction in the way you 

taught the course.
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Filling the Gaps
Masterful writing crafts thought into voice. This occurs through a series of transformations. To 
begin, jumbled ideas get sorted and assembled as raw material on the blank page. 

WAVES OF REVISION

And then, like any crafted object, a significant refinement phase begins. In writing, revision is 
the most important phase of the writing process. It requires knowing what both macro- and  
micro-level revisions are and how to use them effectively. While traditional programs 
overlook these, their use is a hallmark of the Writer’s Stylus program. Consider them macro- and 
micro-sculpting tools for shaping, redefining, and extracting only what is essential for concise,  
compelling communication.

While revision drives the transformational process, a powerful combination of research- 
supported methods form the program’s instructional integrity.

Methods
ACQUAINTANCE & ANALYSIS

Exposes students to excellent writing within a variety of genres and enables students to recognize 
what makes writing “work.”

Researchers suggest the best way to teach 
students how to “create a piece of written 
discourse as a holistic, global experience 
in which the thoughts of the writer are 
synthesized into a whole work that will 
achieve that writer’s purpose” is to give 
them the widest possible exposure 
to writing models AND then discuss 
the writing (not the content) with the 
students. The Writer’s Stylus program 
incorporates Acquaintance and Analysis 
activities to accomplish this. Students 
repeatedly experience excellent writing in 
a wide variety of genres.

Masterful writing crafts 

thought into voice.  

This occurs through a  

series of transformations.

I loved seeing how my own 

writing improved through 

the process. This growth is 

energizing and I can’t wait 

until my students feel this 

same momentum.

I love the idea of having an experience activity, even in writing, that  
demonstrates the concept in another context.

acquaintance and analysis 

inst ruc t ion

coaching

ASSESSMENTmechanics

w r it ing on de m an d
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The visioning process 

really helps give a 

manageable start to 

conquering the  

ominous ‘blank page.’

WRITING ON DEMAND

Engages students in writing to think and has been proven to increase student achievement in all 
academic disciplines.

Students must be capable of “writing on demand,” able to compose a coherent first draft upon 
request. Student writing on demand improves as student understanding of good writing 
deepens, as sound revision practices increase, and as students write on demand in EVERY 
discipline. 

As an added benefit, writing on demand aids learning in all content areas. “…students need to 
write more across all content areas,” claims the National Writing Project, “ and…schools need to 
expand their writing curricula to involve students in a range of writing tasks” (p. 6).

MECHANICS

Provides students with the “nuts and bolts” of writing. Mechanics provides students with the 
grammatical knowledge required to master revision skills.

Mechanics is a general term for grammar, punctuation, and usage. Examples include: parts of 
speech, using a comma and conjunction to join independent clauses, and maintaining consistent 
verb tense.

Mechanics are often taught as an end rather than a means. Unfortunately, anything taught in 
isolation—not within the context it influences—PREVENTS transfer. Why? Because students 
become accustomed to only using the knowledge or skills within the context they were learned. 
When mechanics are taught this way, students may be able to identify verbs in preprinted 
sentences, but they will be unable to revise their writing by using stronger verbs to limit adverb 
usage. Or, they may be able to recite a list of prepositions but lack the skill to restructure sentences 
by identifying and eliminating prepositional phrase overload.

I love the idea of having an experience activity, even in writing, that  
demonstrates the concept in another context.
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To give mechanics proper attention AND a proper place in writing instruction, identify: 1) what 
elements occur frequently or could be used widely at the grade level, and 2) what elements  
enable students apply revision skills appropriate for the grade level. This is the basis for the Writer’s 
Stylus mechanics scope.

PREREQUISITES REVISION ELEMENT GENRE FOCUS

Mechanics Instruction Acquaintance & Analysis (A&A)
Purpose

GRAMMAR

Adverb identification

ADVERBS

With teacher prompting and 
support, student revises sentences 
containing adverbs by eliminating 
unnecessary modifiers and 
keeping only adverbs that clarify 
the sentence’s meaning (e.g., It is 
not necessary to say “She smiled 
happily” because smiled indicates 
happiness, but it is necessary to say 
“She smiled slyly” because smiling 
and being sly are not naturally 
associated).

EXPOSITORY: Comparison

With teacher prompting, student 
writes a cohesive (unified and 
complete) and coherent (clear and 
logical) paragraph comparing and 
contrasting two recent experiences 
(e.g., a field trip to a post office and 
a field trip to a fire station).

Writer’s Stylus emphasizes mechanics as prerequisites to revision skills—what a student needs 
to know in order to understand and use a revision skill is taught ahead of time. The skill becomes 
the focus for a larger instructional unit. This approach provides a context where learning and 
practicing mechanics makes sense.

DIRECT SKILL INSTRUCTION: EXPLANATION, MODELING, GUIDED PRACTICE

Gives students essential revision skills through direct instruction, modeling, and practice. Meaningful 
writing tasks provide authentic practice opportunities.

Direct instruction in writing is an obvious omission in many classrooms. Students cannot learn 
all they need to know from simply moving repeatedly through the writing process. Like other 
disciplines, writing includes concepts and skills students need to understand and master.

For example, when students are asked to write within a genre they must 1) understand the 
content and organizational structure of such an essay, and 2) be able to gather, organize, and 
express original content within the genre’s organizational structure. Whenever new genres are 
introduced, students need to construct these understandings and develop these skills; complete 
instruction emphasize both.

Students also need to develop proficiency in revision skills associated with the genre. For example, 
to craft informative writing, students need to know how to revise for sentence limits, paragraph 
topics, and complexity vs. simplicity (revision skills from previous instructional units, such as 
quotes/attributions and limiting prepositional phrases, would also influence the revision).

Writer’s Stylus seamlessly combines both genre understanding and revision skills—which emerge 
from knowledge of mechanics elements taught as prerequisites—in its instructional units.

Having to struggle through a writing assignment was a good reminder of the feelings students have at different stages of the process.
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COACHING

Guides individual students to improve writing through conversation focused on assessment and plans 
for continued revision and refinement.

The single, most important, most effective, and most valuable instruction a developing writer can 
receive is coaching by a caring expert. Coaching is a person-to-person activity, a chance for a 
writer to interact about his work with an interested individual. Good coaching provides strategic 
help, personal support, and individual challenge.

In Writer’s Stylus, assessment standards anchor, drive, and guide the coaching cycle. The student 
works toward clear objectives, and the teacher works to move the student toward highest 
achievement level possible. Following a coaching session, the student returns to writing and 
revising until the next coaching session. Every session and its resulting action plan moves the 
student closer to the highest achievement as defined by assessment standards.

Architecture of Learning SKILL BLUEPRINT: Revision

CORE PROCESSES

experience comprehension elaboration application

K
E
Y

P
R
O
C
E
S
S
E
S

EXPERIENCE Suggested in Teacher Tablet

COMPREHENSION Define, explain, 
model

Students define  
and explain Relate skill to pattern Initial, sentence-

based practice

APPLICATION
Read  

practice text
Analysis of  

current state

How can this writing 
be revised to illustrate 
our pattern statement?

Revision of  
practice text

INTENTION
Prewriting and 

drafting

Revising  Coaching  Revising  Coaching, 
etc.; Proofing

Make writing illustrate pattern statement

Publish

MOTIVATION

student-produced 
writing

prescriptive action 
plan

student-teacher 
dialogue

teacher review:
performance gap?
skill deficit?
n
n

ASSESSMENT 
STANDARDS

ACCOUNTABILITY

MOTIVATION

TRUST

ACCOUNTABILITY

TRUST

Acquaintance and Analysis used to develop 
conceptual understanding of genre (e.g., 
the five-paragraph report) prior to and 

during main instructional unit

Prerequisite mechanics 
taught prior to main 

instructional unit.

Opportunity for additional 
daily practice of current skill 

focus

acquaintance and analysis 

instruc t i on

coaching

ASSESSMENTmechanics

w r it ing on de m a nd

Goal: To understand the challenge, the 
student, and the student’s understanding 

and skills in relation to the challenge

Coaching used extensively 
within main instructional unit 

(see Intention Strand)



Increasing instructive feedback, such as coaching, increases learning. Marzano (2003) found 
that students who had teachers that consistently provided timely and specific feedback scored 
anywhere from 21 to 41 percentage points higher on standardized tests than students who 
had teachers that failed to provide such feedback. Neurologist and classroom teacher Judy 
Willis (2006) offers a likely explanation for this dramatic impact: “One of the most successful 
strategies for engaging students’ brains in their lessons comes from personal connection and 
accountability” (p. 82). Through frequent coaching, teachers connect with individual students, 
hold them accountable, provide an opportunity for student questioning, and optimize learning 
and achievement.

ASSESSMENT

High standards guide every facet, providing direction for students during learning and guidance for 
teachers in evaluating the results.

Writing is not a one-right-answer activity. Assessing writing cannot be accomplished through fill-
in-the-blank, true/false, or multiple choice questions. In writing, students construct significance 
by transforming thought into words. Their completed writings represent constructed responses 
that require performance criteria for a fair assessment (Arter & McTighe, 2001, p. 3).

Performance criteria are “guidelines, rules, or principles” that “describe what to look for in student 
performances or products to judge quality” (Arter & McTighe, 2001, p. 4). Rubrics describe our 
expectations and standards by defining varying levels of performance. This provides consistency 
in assessment.

Rubrics also provide instructional clarity. Students know how success is defined for specific 
assignments and can engage in self-evaluation and work for increased achievement. “Is this 

instruction, or is it assessment?” ask Arter and McTighe 
(2001). “It’s both—a perfect example of integrating 
assessment and instruction” (p. 13).

ONLINE WRITER’S STYLUS UNIT DESIGN TOOL

Rubric development is challenging work. Writer’s Stylus 
provides a rubric builder as part of its online unit design 
tool. Once logged in, teachers simply select “Develop a 
rubric” to begin the process.

Teachers then have two options for viewing the various 
rubrics—by grade level or by skill/genre.

MOTIVATION

student-produced 
writing

prescriptive action 
plan

student-teacher 
dialogue

teacher review:
performance gap?
skill deficit?

ASSESSMENT 
STANDARDS

ACCOUNTABILITY

MOTIVATION

TRUST

ACCOUNTABILITY

TRUST

6
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For example, a fifth grade teacher may click to reveal all the rubrics for that grade level. From the 
displayed list, the teacher selects the genre and skills she would like to include on the rubric for 
an instructional unit. The teacher even has the option to choose skills from other grade levels, 
so a skill mastered in previous grade levels can still be assessed. Conversely, if the teacher feels 
students need additional challenge within a skill, she can select rubrics from future grade levels. 
The teacher has access to the full range of rubrics within the Writer’s Stylus program. Once the 
rubrics are selected, the teacher can add rows, if desired. For example, if the writing assignment 
is for a specific content area (e.g., science), the teacher may wish to assess the scientific content 
presented in the writing. Adding a row allows the teacher to 
customize the rubric to fit the specific writing assignment. 
After giving the rubric a name, the teacher is ready to hit 
“Submit.”

The next screen displays the Writer’s Stylus rubric. However, 
everything in this screen is customizable. The teacher may 
add notes at the top of the rubric, change wording within 
any cell, and add formatting to any text within the rubric. The 
online tool provides a starting point with achievement level 
descriptions for every skill and genre within every grade 
level, but teachers are not restricted by the resulting rubric. 
Details can be changed to fit the learning needs of students 
and specific requirements of the writing assignment.

From there, the teacher may save the rubric (the tool also 
has an auto-saving feature), print a copy of the rubric, email 
a copy of the rubric to herself, share a link to the rubric with 
someone else, or collaborate with others to revise the rubric.

All these features are available to every teacher at every 
grade level in every discipline who has completed the 
Writer’s Stylus Basic Course.
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The Unit Design Tool also includes Writer’s Stylus-specific features to aid teachers in developing 
instructional units, and the Teacher Tablet, which provides teacher-edition-like guidance for 
each unit. Each unit includes the identified prerequisite mechanics elements, a target genre and 
associated rubric, focus revision skill(s) and associated rubric(s), background notes and suggested 
unit opening activities, and student practice text with suggested revisions for the teacher.

The number of units is intentionally limited in each grade level (approximately six). This helps 
ensure teachers will have the time to engage in the activities that most powerfully influence 
student writing development, including coaching. It is more beneficial for students to craft a 
few powerful pieces of writing than to write many unrevised first drafts during the school 
year. Revision, not drafting, is the key to producing writing worth reading.

The Writer’s Stylus program provides holistic learning through intentional teaching. By equipping 
dedicated teachers with these methods and tools, we can develop young writers and not just 
students who know how to write. We can empower students to communicate in ways that deserve 
attention, to write not just great thoughts, but to convey them with excellence.

©2011 Kevin D. Washburn. Published by Clerestory Learning/Make Way for Books, LLC. All rights reserved. No reproduction allowed without permission. (v1c 6.18.12) 2525

PRE-INSTRUCTION CHECKLIST

MECHANICS ACQUAINTANCE & ANALYSIS

comma use: quotations

grammar: verb identification  
(active vs passive vs. linking)

quotation mark use: quotations

 Story: Short Story

WRITING ON DEMAND

ongoing, all disciplines











tGrade 4
Unit Six

PATTERN STATEMENT
Action communicates strength.

NOTES
Bot h t he gen re a nd t he rev ision sk i l l  may be 
instructionally new to students, but the genre should 
be somewhat familiar from experience.

Some micro-level revisions correct other micro-level 
problems. For example, subject-verb placement and 
modifier revisions can shift sentences from passive to 
active voice. But not every instance of passive voice will 
be corrected without direct revision.

If the subject of a sentence performs an action, the 
sentence has an active voice. If the subject of the sentence 
receives the action, the sentence has a passive voice. 
Passive voice often features a form of was, will be, have 
been, or is being as part of its verb and the preposition by. 
For example, The check was written by me. The law will be 
passed by Congress.

Most of the time, a writer should strive for active voice. 
Gary Provost (1985) explains why:

General ly the active voice makes for more 
interesting reading, and it is the active voice that 
you should cultivate as your normal writing habit. 
The active voice strikes more directly at the thought 
you want to express, it is generally shorter, and it 
holds the reader closer to what you write because 
it creates a stronger sense that “something is 
happening” (p. 80).

Rare exceptions exist. If the receiver of the action 
should receive the emphasis, if the receiver is “done 
unto,” than a passive verb is appropriate: The prince will 
be kidnapped in the morning. In such cases, it is usually 
better not to include the actor in the sentence. Notice 
how much weaker the sentence becomes: The prince will 
be kidnapped by the angry citizens in the morning. It just 
loses some punch.

The genre, while famil iar from experience, is a 
challenging assignment. If possible, include an extra 
round of coaching in this unit to help students move up 
the achievement levels defined on the rubric. Student 
short stories often read like a list of events. Challenge 
young writers to address fiction’s more subtle elements, 
such as character motivation and connections between 
characters, settings, and events. Encourage students to 
answer the question, “Why would/did this character say/
think/do that?”

ADDITIONAL NOTES
The pattern, Action communicates strength, can be 
illustrated (EX-ex) by taking a cue from laundry product 
commercials. Show students a clear, enclosed bag of a 
powdered laundry product (“oxygen-based” products 
work well) or a clear plastic bottle of a liquid laundry 
product. Display this for the students and ask them to 
call out words to describe what they see. After a few 
suggestions, ask the students if they would describe 
the laundry product as “strong” and why or why not. 
Emphasize the idea that the powder or liquid does not 
look strong because it is not doing anything. If a student 
mentions that the liquid or powder might be strong, ask 

Checklists are unbelievably 

helpful. It’s great to have 

all the sound elements of 

writing listed in one place.
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We can empower students to communicate in ways that deserve attention,  

to write not just great thoughts, but to convey them with excellence.

About the Author/Course Instructor
KEVIN D. WASHBURN, ED.D.

Kevin D. Washburn, Ed.D. is Executive Director of Clerestory 
(CLEAR-story) Learning, and Writer’s Stylus Author/Course 
Instructor. Clerestory Learning strives to offer well-designed 
professional development that clarifies purpose, validates 
quality instruction, establishes a safe learning environment, 
aligns practice with mission, and refreshes educators with 
effective tools.

Driven by a passion for seeing people grow, Dr. Washburn offers 
instruction the way he recommends teachers teach. Research 
shows this approach leads to increased teacher effectiveness: 
teachers know why they do what they do, so they understand 
what students need to become better learners and can plan 
with greater intentionality.

Dr. Washburn is committed to presentations that reflect 
current research and to offering support beyond a professional 
development event through online tools that facilitate 
feedback and coaching. 

After working with an editor on his book, The Architecture 
of Learning: Designing Instruction for the Learning Brain, 
Dr. Washburn set aside reviewing traditional writing  
instruction methods and began researching what authors and 
editors said about writing. What he discovered dramatically 
changed his thinking about teaching writing and launched 
Writer’s Stylus program development.

With degrees in Education and English, Dr. Washburn has spent 
25+ years in education as a classroom teacher and educational 
leader. Along with the Writer’s Stylus program, he authored 
and developed The Architecture of Learning instructional 
design model and its program. He also co-founded and owns 
Make Way for Books, an online children’s bookseller dedicated 
to being a reliable source of quality literature that fosters a 
love of reading.

He is an active member of the  International Mind, Brain and 
Education Society,  Learning & the Brain Society, and is a 
contributing author of SmartBlogs: Education and The Ecology 
of Education, along with his own blog, The Window. He speaks 
at educator conferences and works with school faculties. 

Believing “there may be nothing more powerful you can 
give another person than your belief in his potential,”  
Dr. Washburn’s teaching and learning credentials now include 
certified running coach. He is a marathon runner and never 
misses a chance to try out the nearest Rails-to-Trail system. On 
short, easy run days he can usually convince his wife Julia to 
join him. He lives and works in Alabama.

For additional info: Kevin D. Washburn Professional Bio

Social media: @kdwashburn twitter; kevindwashburn linkedin

http://architectureoflearning.com/book/
http://architectureoflearning.com/book/
http://architectureoflearning.com
http://makewayforbooks.com
http://smartblogs.com/tag/kevin-d-washburn/
http://ecologyofeducation.net/wsite/?author=30
http://ecologyofeducation.net/wsite/?author=30
http://blog.clerestorylearning.com
http://clerestorylearning.com/about/professional-bio/
https://twitter.com/kdwashburn
http://www.linkedin.com/in/kevindwashburn
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Fifth Grade History Teacher
As a history teacher I was concerned about 
finding a balance between teaching content and 
implementing the Writer’s Stylus program in a 
meaningful way. I quickly found that as we discussed 
the paper comparing the Articles of Confederation 
and the Constitution the problems I had envisioned 
were solving themselves. As the students created 
the idea framework I was excited to see that the 
writing process increased student understanding 
of the subject. The students became experts as they 
debated what made the Constitution a better plan 
of government than the Articles of Confederation. 
I was very nervous about the coaching process, but 
it enabled me to see the student’s strengths and 
weaknesses in comprehension and expression, which 
was invaluable to me for future instruction. 

Writer’s Stylus Implementation Coordinator
Not only has Writer’s Stylus saved me time, I 
have found that it allows me to spend more time 
developing connections and delving deeper into 
concepts. For example, when my sixth grade science 
class studied the ocean, we wrote a cause and effect 
paper about the relationship between oil spills, the 
ecosystem, and the economy. Students used their 
textbooks and online resources to collect research for 
homework, and then as a group we drafted a four- 
paragraph paper during class. Students shared and 
discussed their research, and decided which facts 
were relevant and most interesting. The discussion 
and debate in the class was far more intense than 
if I had spent the time lecturing. At the end of one 
school week, each student had drafted and typed 
an individual paper. More importantly, when we 
followed up with an in-class experiment, the students 
showed a deeper appreciation for the subject matter, 
and the inclination to explore the subject even more!

Fifth Grade English Teacher
“St. Paul’s will implement Writer’s Stylus in the fifth 
grade.” These words changed the way I teach writing 
and grammar. I am a veteran English teacher of 22 
years and have tried various instructional methods.  

No one method addressed grammar and writing 
together; both were taught in isolation, so students 
did not connect the two. 

Writer’s Stylus teaches writing and grammar 
in tandem. It makes sense. However, I was 
apprehensive. To adopt this program meant leaving 
the comfort of familiar worksheets, books, and 
lessons. It meant change. Change is good I reasoned, 
but scary.

The success I have experienced after just one year of 
Writer’s Stylus is profound. Simultaneously teaching 
grammar and writing saves time. Students spend 
less time struggling to write words on a page. They 
understand how to construct paragraphs. Grammar 
is addressed while they write, not in isolation. For 
example, students understand why they use active, 
simple verbs because they see the difference these 
verbs make in their writing. Traditional grammar 
worksheets are replaced by practice texts which 
allow students to see grammar in action.  The focus 
of my teaching is grammar through writing. 

Grammar rules have become meaningful. Writing 
has become easier. The fear and apprehension I 
experienced when I adopted Writer’s Stylus, is gone. 
The excitement and passion for my subject area is 
renewed. Writer’s Stylus allows me to teach grammar 
and writing in a powerful and meaningful way. 

A sampling of schools represented by attendees include:
Briarwood Christian School, Birmingham AL
Genesee Country Christian School, Geneseo NY
Hmong American Peace Academy, Milwaukee, WI 
Holy Cross Christian Academy, Burleson, TX
Holy Spirit Prep School, Atlanta GA
Loganville Christian Academy, Loganville GA
Manhattan Christian Academy, New York NY
North Cobb Christian School, Kennesaw GA
Our Lady of the Assumption Catholic School, Atlanta GA
Paterson Charter School for Science & Technology, Paterson NJ
Philadelphia Association of Christian Schools, Philadelphia PA
Pioneer Valley Christian School, Springfield MA
Southcrest Christian School, Lubbock TX
Springmont School, Atlanta GA
St Luke’s Episcopal School, Mobile AL
St Paul’s Episcopal School, Mobile AL
Whitefield Academy, Atlanta GA 
Williams Intermediate School, Pell City AL

Testimonials

IMPLEMENTATION
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“If you don’t teach macro and micro revisions, 
grammar is useless.” Ah-ha! There’s the missing link 
in my school’s curriculum!

I feel so much better-equipped to recognize good 
writing, to write more clearly, and to direct or coach 
students toward improving their own writing.

Writer’s Stylus emphasizes the importance of writing 
in all disciplines to help students become effective 
communicators.

This is the most engaging, interactive, and interesting 
course I have taken in years.

I know the time and money were well spent and I 
would recommend the course to others…This is such 
a wonderful experience. Please get the word out!

The enthusiasm and expertise Kevin brings to each 
session has inspired me. The ideas, activities, and 
discussion have equipped us with clear steps and 
direction.

I thoroughly enjoyed the balance between lecture, 
role play, hands-on activities, and exposure to 
wonderful writing.

I haven’t experienced this kind of revision training 
EVER!

Dr. Kevin! Your energy, your knowledge, your desire 
to see us succeed is inspiring. Thank you!

I love the piece we’ve been missing—scope and 
sequence of mechanics!

Writer’s Stylus not only gave me a complete system 
for the best way to teach writing, it also taught me 
specific skills from pre-planning through assessment, 
and then supplied the very tools I will use to 
implement the day-to-day plan in the classroom.

I thought I’d get a commercial program, but I got a 
mentor instead. Kevin opened the door for me to be 
effective in writing.

Testimonials

THE COURSE

w
ritersstylus.com

 —
 888.622.6932

Graduate + CEU credit available

 REGISTRATION

$800/person or $2100/group of three 
$400/person from Writer’s Stylus schools

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
writersstylus.com/about/coursedescription

REGISTER
writersstylus.com/register OR call Julia 888.622.6932

JOIN US!

Writer’s Stylus Basic Course 

SUMMER 2017 COURSE LOCATION

June 5–8, 2017 
Birmingham, AL

https://mwfb.wufoo.com/forms/writers-stylus-basic-course/
http://writersstylus.com/about/coursedescription
http://www.writersstylus.com/register/
http://www.writersstylus.com/about/coursedescription/

