FCAT Writing + Crunch-Time 

Language Arts/Reading 2008
In preparation for the FCAT Writing +, teachers should continue to implement explicit rigorous instruction in all aspects of the writing process.   An example of effective writing instruction is attached.  Also attached is one sample mini-lesson for grades 4, 8 and 10.  
Teachers can, and should, continue to conduct mini-lessons to further develop students writing.  Emphasis should be placed in the four criteria for effective writing (focus, organization, support, and conventions).  Teachers should refer to the state’s holistic 6-point rubric when evaluating student work (see attached).  Students too, should have an in-depth understanding of the same holistic 6-point rubric in order to self-monitor their progress. The document Observations from the Field: Moving to a 4 and Beyond provides strategies that target specific needs.   
In addition, Writing Task Cards For Grade 4 designed to improve student writing through revising and conferencing, are attached.   Teachers should use these questions when making suggestions for revision.  Students should use these questions to plan for writing and to re-read their writing to improve word choice or employ strategies such as show-not-tell.  It will also provide practice for the multiple choice portion of the exam that assesses focus, support, organization and convention. 
The following link to the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) FCAT web site provides additional support:
http://fcat.fldoe.org/fcatit07.asp  
Guidelines for Writing Mini-Lessons
When preparing for effective writing instruction, teachers should refer to class data in order to target areas of need and make informed instructional decisions that will best serve/prepare students. Once the data has been analyzed, teachers should:  

· Prioritize areas of deficiency starting with the greatest need
· Great beginnings

· Internal transitional devices

· Descriptive language

· Sensory details

· Vivid verbs

· Figurative language (Similes, Metaphors, Idioms)

· Dialogue

· Show Not Tell 

· Magnified Moments
· Choose appropriate mentor text to strengthen students’ knowledge of the Writer’s Craft.  Example:  Voice- “The Pain and the Great One”
· Conduct Writer’s Workshop mini-lessons that target the identified need, through the revision process.  Mini-lessons should be structured to incorporated these Four Components of the Writer’s Workshop:
· Writing Aloud “I DO”
· Teacher demonstration (ex: great beginnings)

· Shared Writing “WE DO”
· Teacher and class compose aloud collaboratively (ex: great beginnings)

· Guided Writing “WE DO”
· Student writes and teacher guides (ex: great beginnings)

· Independent Writing “YOU DO”
· Student writes alone (ex: student applies “great beginnings” to a new piece of writing)
· Debrief through deep-discussion, “Think-Alouds,” and one-on-one conferencing.   
(See attached document Proven Instructional Practices for High Quality Writing).
Please Note: Test-taking tips and management for testing situations should be firmly embedded in instruction.
	Observations from the Field: Moving to a 4 and beyond

	The writing is bland. It does not have any oomph!
	· Add or substitute the precise word for the context of the moment. (e.g., replace ran with dashed or sprinted.

· Place a specific adjective before a noun.  (e.g. replace the fall with the disastrous fall.)

· Use similes to show specificity. (e.g., I was so embarrassed my face felt as hot as chipotle salsa!; I wore embarrassment on my face.)

	Too much dialogue so the papers ramble.

Too little dialogue shows no character interaction.
	· Use only four or five lines of dialogue to give the reader a glimpse of the character’s emotions or nature.

(e.g., “I can’t believe she said that,” she mumbled as a single tear fell on her cheek.
“Watch out, girl! You’re going to get    hurt!” she blurted frantically across the P.E. field.)

	Little or no variety in punctuation, sentence construction, and/or sentence length.

· Teaching point-

Effective use of sentence variety and punctuation is a major part of creating voice within a paper.


	· Revisit the paper for places where there is action, emotions, use of sensory details, onomatopoeia, comparisons using similes or metaphors, etc. and change the type of sentence to include an exclamation mark or a question mark.

· Use the dialogue to show variety in sentence construction.

· Use ellipses to show suspense or, surprise or . . . a pause in thought.

· Use two word sentences wherever appropriate. 

(e.g., as a reaction: Matt winced. Blood flew.)

	Inappropriate, immature, few or no transitional devices.
	· Focus instruction on the more mature transitions rather than providing students with a whole list of words.  Mature transitions address the state’s rubric on “mature command of language” as well improve the flow and organization of the paper. 

(e.g., mature transitions: furthermore, for one thing, now on top of that, after a while, eventually, meanwhile, suddenly, on the other hand, for instance, once, most importantly, in other words, to sum it up.)

· Inappropriate transitions: “last but not least” in the introductory paragraph: “terminally” instead of “to sum it up.

	“Bed to Bed” narratives
	· Action should drive the beginning of a narrative.  Look at the last part of the prompt and begin the action there, not at the start of the day.  The paper should maintain the focus on that one idea through the use of Magnified Moments.  Do not end the paper with the last thing you did in the day.  (e.g., I got up, had breakfast. . . I brushed my teeth, and went to bed. 

	Trite, mundane beginnings

· Teaching point-

 The beginning will determine whether or not the reader will be interested enough to continue reading or if he will be reading with eyes glossed over in boredom; or not continue reading at all.


	· Use books as mentors to teach effective techniques for innovative beginnings:

· A command to the reader – Never try to outsmart skunk.
· A question - What possessed me to try a catch a skunk? I will never know.
· A quotation – “What on earth is that terrible stink?’ my sister gagged.

· An action – I had never run so fast in my life.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t fast enough.

· A sound effect – “PSFST!” I smelled the skunk’s spray                                                                                                              y almost as soon as I heard it.
· A theme statement - It was a battle with nature. Nature won.

· A thought – As I walked through the woods, I imagined how a skunk might be forced to protect itself.

	NO endings or convoluted endings

The end of a piece of writing is more difficult than the beginning to revise because the entire structure of the piece must lead up to the end. Georgia Heard, The Revision Toolbox


	Techniques for innovative endings:

· Circular ending – when beginning with an impacting line, repeat the line at end of the writing. (e.g.,. . because I see it through Grandpa’s eyes.

· Emotional statement – end by making statement that sums up a feeling described in a narrative, expository or persuasive paper. (e.g., “You must change your life.”  Or “And that was always enough.”)

· Surprise ending – A surprise ending does not have to be shocking. It can be anything unusual or a new way of looking at something.
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