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New education standards bring new writing requirements to special 
education and autism classrooms. Handwriting instruction and filling  
out worksheets won’t cut it anymore. Students are now expected  
to share and communicate through writing.

Researcher Dr. Janet Sturm designed a comprehensive curriculum  
that gives educators the right tools to teach students with complex 
instructional needs how to write and then measure their writing  
progress.

It’s called First Author Writing Curriculum, and it’s the ONLY writing 
curriculum of its kind. It will help you meet your new curriculum  
writing requirements and prepare students for the alternate  
assessment. Perhaps most importantly, with First Author,  
your teachers will become joyful and fearless as they view each  
student as an Author! Your students will proudly say, “I’m an Author!”

If you’re using Handwriting Without Tears, First Author 
will help your teachers move from teaching letter shapes 
year after year into teaching writing with the proper  
accommodations.

If you’re using a district-created writing curriculum,  
First Author will help systematize instruction and speed 
up progress monitoring.

If you don’t have a dedicated writing curriculum,  
you may need one to help your students meet  
the new standards. First Author has you covered!

“In my 24 years of teaching 
 I have never known my students 

 so well.”
Jenay Prytula

 Special education teacher 
who used First Author Writing 
Curriculum and software for 
three years in her classroom.

3 out of 4 Special Ed Directors say that new standards will
change the way writing is taught in special ed classrooms

First Author® Writing Curriculum Sampler

Grade Range Pre-K  K  1   2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10+
Skill Level

Grade Level

Included in this Sampler

Sections of the Curriculum 
Guide help you become 
familiar with the instructional 
philosophy behind the 
curriculum. 

Two scripted 
Mini-lessons with 

Student Tip 
Sheets walk you 
through a lesson.

Research Validated!
First Author Writing Measures  
was published in Topics in Language 
Disorders, a respected peer-reviewed  
journal

Get pricing and more information at 
donjohnston.com/firstauthorcurriculum
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A beginning writer is one who is learning to use written language to express communicative  
intent, and beginning writing is defined as starting with emergent writing (drawing, scribbling, 
and writing letters) and ending with conventional writing abilities, usually acquired by second  
or third grade for typically developing children.

(Sturm, Cali, Nelson, & Staskowski, 2012, p. 299)

Research Support

Overview

First Author Writing Curriculum is a comprehensive, classroom-tested writing 
curriculum for beginning writers. It was designed to provide explicit daily instruction  
in both writing, and speaking and listening that is grounded in early writing 
development. First Author Writing Curriculum draws from practices of writing 
instruction that have been scientifically-derived. (See Table 1 in the Appendix  
for a summary of the evidence-based foundation of the First Author Writing Curriculum.)

This curriculum was designed with consideration for Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) to offer instructional supports and accommodations that support students  
with complex instructional needs including those with:

•  Mild to significant disabilities

•  Intellectual disabilities

•  Autism spectrum disorders

•  Physical disabilities

•  Complex communication needs

First Author Writing Curriculum is comprised of three key components that are part  
of the instructional framework.

Mini-lessons emphasize a target concept for the day and contains an easy set of steps 
to deliver the lesson. Mini-lessons are intended to be repeated with variety over time  
to foster student independence in use of writing strategies.

Writing Time offers each student an opportunity to write about a self-selected  
topic and create a writing product that can be shared.
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Use of varied approaches, which integrates process-based approaches with strategy instruction  
and includes writing skill and text structure instruction, is one of ten essential components  
of best practices of writing instruction. 

Troia, 2014

Research Support

Author’s Chair provides students with a crucial learning environment where they 
share their writing. Students learn to value writing as communication with others.

First Author Writing Curriculum draws upon principles of cognitive strategy instruction.  
Mini-lessons are a time to introduce the concept, provide modeling, and offer guided, 
collaborative learning opportunities. Writing Time and Author’s Chair offer repeated, 
guided opportunities to practice lesson concepts and foster generalization.

This curriculum provides a comprehensive group 
of measurement tools to assess and monitor  
small increments in students’ development  
of writing, communication, and behavior.  
The First Author Writing Measures were developed 
to be valid, reliable, and easy to use. These writing 
quantity and quality measures offer educators 
tools to assess and monitor progress, inform  
instruction, and celebrate even the smallest  
gains in written language for beginning writers  
of all ages.

The Student Accomplishments for Communication  
and Classroom Behavior tool was designed  
to support educators in demonstrating the positive  
changes that occur not only in students’ ability  
to engage in successful interactions, but also their  
overall capacity to regulate their behavior successfully  
in the classroom.
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What is Cognitive Strategy Instruction?

Cognitive strategy instruction teaches students explicit and systematic steps  
to engage in all aspects of the writing process (planning, composing, and revising) 
(Graham, 2006; Graham & Perin, 2007). It is embedded into an instructional approach 
and includes the following features that were described by Harris and Graham (1996):

•  Introduction of the strategy

•  Discussion of goals and purposes

•  Modeling of the strategy

•  Guided practice feedback

•  Independent performance and generalization

Mastery of strategy steps is accomplished by providing students Tip Sheets  
that offer scaffolds for strategic, skilled thinking, and by offering repeated  
opportunities to employ the strategy in meaningful contexts.

Important!

First Author Writing Curriculum Components

First Author Writing Curriculum is a process-based writing instructional approach.  
It is paired with cognitive strategy instruction and social interaction training.  
This is accomplished through extensive modeling and collaborative, constructive 
learning. 

Students communicate and write through all components of instruction and learn  
that writers compose texts to make meaning with others (Sturm, 2012b). Writing  
is also viewed as an in-the-head process where students learn to become strategic 
thinkers, monitor their cognitive resources, and self-regulate during the writing process.

Mini-lessons

The purpose of each Mini-lesson is to provide students with explicit instruction.  
Lessons are repeated with variety to build student skills and foster independent 
performance and generalization.

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E 9
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“When I first started this writing program I thought well, yeah, okay, good … but now …  

I would never have thought, after 30 something years of teaching, that some  

of the kids you are getting to write, were capable of writing.”

Sue Courington, Classroom Teacher, April 10, 2008

During the focused 5-15 minute Mini-lesson,  
principles of cognitive strategy instruction are utilized  
to systematically target concepts. Start each lesson  
by asking enthusiastically, “Who in here is an Author?” 
Pass out the Tip Sheet that provides pictures and text 
content support, reinforces attention, and facilitates 
processing of information.

As the lesson begins students are provided with a strategy 
description and the goals and purposes for the day. 
Opportunities for guided practice and feedback of lesson 
concepts are an essential part of each lesson. Educators 
model “think-alouds” that demonstrate communication 
and writing skills. They also role play to illustrate core 
concepts (e.g., good listening). 

Student are active participants by:

•  Voting on lesson content (e.g., choosing the topic to write about that day)

•  Giving feedback during role playing activities (e.g., providing input  
on the quality of the behavior being targeted such as eye contact)

•  Acting as collaborative contributors to co-constructed writing products  
(e.g., writing a plan for the future)
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Research Support

Effective writing instructional programs provide daily times for students to write.  
Through extensive practice, students gain the skills and strategies needed to become  
effective writers and gain confidence in their writing abilities.

From What Works Clearinghouse—Teaching Elementary Students  
to Become Effective Writers (Graham et al., 2012)

Writing Time

Writing Time is held immediately following the Mini-lesson. The learning goal of this 
component is to support students in producing a writing product that can be shared 
with others. Students have meaningful opportunities to apply new writing skills  
and ownership of their writing is fostered by supporting students in using self-selected 
topics and text types.

During Writing Time students are divided into small work groups where they vary  
in writing ability. Each student is provided with essential or specialized writing tools 
that support them in ease of text production. For example, a student who is unable 
to use a pencil to form letters is provided access to the alphabet through a laminated 
alphabet board or through computer tools. For any beginning writer, drawing often 
serves as the planning phase. Because many beginning writers cannot use words  
to tell educators their topic or draw a recognizable drawing they are offered 
accommodations through individualized photo images (more on this later).

By the end of each writing session the goal is for each student to have a photo  
image or drawing and a writing product that can be shared with the group.

Author’s Chair

The instructional focus of Author’s Chair is to provide students with an opportunity  
to read (or have a chosen reader share) what he or she has written. Authors give 
feedback to others and celebrate writing. The Author’s Chair is considered a place  
of honor. There are lots of ways for students and teachers to collaborate together  
to create a unique Author’s Chair for the classroom:

•  A special chair

•  A special quilt (squares created by students)

•  A special arch (students can sit under) or backdrop
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Author’s Chair is held weekly and students can choose to share their best or favorite 
writing for that week. Immediately after the student shares his or her writing  
he or she asks the group, “Any questions or comments?” Peers and educators  
take turns (three speakers per Author) communicating with the Author. Involvement  
of all students is promoted by—

•  Use a Talking Stick to help students know whose turn it is to talk

•  Use an Author Board (or pocket chart) set up by the Author’s Chair  
to state the writing topic or the text type

Author’s Chair provides opportunities for students with a range of abilities  
to find common ground (e.g., I love race cars. You and I have that in common),  
use a public speaking voice, foster communication skills (e.g., use eye contact  
or engage in multiple communicative turns on a single topic), and develop their  
love of writing. With accommodations and instructional scaffolds all students  
are able to be successful.

The Author’s Chair is decorated by the students with ideas generated collaboratively  
by the group. Some ideas for decorating include:

•  Using photos of the students (laminated or ironed on special fabric)

•  Voting on color choices and spray painting a wooden chair

•  Affixing glitter, gems, ribbon, pompoms or other craft materials

•  Adding drawings (e.g., on special fabric for a quilt)

•  Using stickers representing favorite topics

Author Conference

Occasionally following a Mini-lesson or Writing Time, an Author Conference is held  
with students. After a Mini-lesson an Author Conference is used to support lesson 
objectives and enable a small student group to apply concepts with adult support.  
An Author Conference can also be conducted after Writing Time to discuss writing 
goals and achievements and provide feedback on the student’s writing process  
or product.
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Author’s Chair is the “carrot!”

During Author’s Chair students quickly learn 
that writing is something we share with others. Students will look  
to see who has their hand up to make a comment or ask a question.  
Students enjoy being the center of attention and have everyone  
focus on what they have to share! Even if it is a tough day at school  
students often show you their best selves during Author’s Chair.

Creating a Culture of Writers

A central principle of the social interactive, process-based approach emphasizes  
that all students are Authors and everyone in a classroom is also a writing teacher. 
Educators’ positive perceptions about students, and their capabilities, optimize  
what can be achieved in your classroom.

•  During Mini-lessons, educators use strategies to draw every student in as  
an active participant, including those with complex communication needs. 

•  During Writing Time, all students are reminded to “Choose a topic that you  
want to share in your writing” and “Think about what you want to write  
and share during Author’s Chair.” Talking with your students using this type  
of language supports understanding of writing as a form of communication,  
builds their understanding that people write to share their writing with others,  
and develops knowledge about writing for specific audiences.

•  During Author’s Chair, all aspects of a student’s writing product are shared  
and praised. For example, a more capable student who has a new topic or text 
type to share should be praised for this accomplishment. Another student  
may share a writing product that contains a photo, some scribbles with a pencil, 
and random letters of the alphabet. Peers and educators might praise this 
student for choosing a new topic, using their pencil to fill the page with scribbles, 
or choosing lots of letters of the alphabet to share in his or her writing.
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Have fun referring to your students 
as “Authors” throughout a writing 
session. For example, if students  
are interrupting a student writer,  

jump in using a fun tone of voice saying, “Don’t interrupt  
the Author! He has more great ideas to get on his paper.”

Referring to students as Authors who have something  
important to share builds their self-perceptions as writers.

In the First Author Writing Curriculum both student peers and the adults in the 
classroom help celebrate individual student accomplishments in writing as well  
as speaking and listening. One of the most exciting aspects of the First Author Writing 
Curriculum is watching your students learn and grow. Educators in the classroom  
will begin to notice the sometimes subtle changes in students (e.g., the student  
was calm and stayed in the Author’s Chair) in addition to occasional greater leaps 
forward (e.g., the student wrote his or her first simple sentence or cohesive paragraph). 

One way to develop your lens for identifying accomplishments is to discuss “special 
moments” for the day with other adults in the room and record them on a notepad.  
If you are on your own, keep the notepad nearby and record your observations  
as you see them happening. You might also spend five minutes at the end of a writing 
session to record quick notes about the gains observed in your students each day.

Celebrating new skills in speaking, listening and writing across all aspects of your 
writing instruction increases students’ perceptions of themselves as writers by 
highlighting what they did right, helping students internalize the skills that result  
in independent performance and generalization. Some examples of students’ speaking, 
listening and writing accomplishments might include:

•  Purposefully pointed to multiple letters on an alphabet board for the first time 
when asked to “Show me the letters you want to share in your writing today.”

•  Wrote an intelligible letter

•  Wrote a new text type today—it was a fictional narrative

•  Wrote a new topic today—it was about beaches

•  Wrote her first intelligible word and it was a label of a picture

•  Made a spontaneous on-topic comment

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E1 4

SAMPLE



•  Made an on-topic comment and told why they liked their peer’s writing

•  Initiated turn-taking by spontaneously raising his hand for the first time

•  After praising an Author using a speech generating device, spoke aloud  
the words (e.g., said, “cool”)

•  While in the Author’s Chair, eagerly looked up to see who wanted  
to make a comment and pointed to the peer

Be Joyful and Fearless

Students are perceptive—they know when you are enjoying what is happening  
in the classroom. Teaching writing is not easy for any educator and implementing  
a daily writing curriculum for beginning writers who struggle may feel daunting.  
Create a culture that empowers learners by being joyful and fearless and letting  
your students feel your excitement for them as they embark on a journey as Authors.

Challenge Your Students and Keep Them Safe

Writing is hard, even for skilled writers. Students who struggle with writing may  
have developed negative perceptions about themselves as writers. Regularly remind 
each student that they are smart and capable. Tell students that to become a better 
writer that they need to write and keep on writing. When students are partners  
in the learning process, and are challenged but kept safe, they will often exceed  
our expectations! It is important that educators identify the individual barriers  
to the writing process for each student and set clear expectations that foster student 
growth in writing and in speaking and listening.

Old Assumptions and New Perspectives

Students with developmental disabilities need access to high-quality instruction  
from the first day of school to optimize potential for literacy learning and provide 
access to the power of writing (Sturm, 2012a). Implementing the First Author  
Writing Curriculum, educational teams should view all students as Authors who  
have the potential to share and communicate with others.

Success of the First Author Writing Curriculum is enhanced when educational teams 
reflect on past practices of instruction for students with disabilities that has focused  
on functional drill and practice skills such as copying, tracing, and worksheets and 
challenge assumptions that may inhibit student performance. The following table 
provides a brief overview of these assumptions and some new perspectives to consider.

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E 1 5

SAMPLE



Table 2
Old Assumptions and New Perspectives on Students  
with Developmental Disabilities

Old Assumptions New Perspectives

Assumption 1
Students should show prerequisite literacy  
skills such as letter formation, phonemic  
or phonological awareness, or sound symbol 
connections.

•   Exposure to the alphabet through meaningful  
writing opportunities facilitates the acquisition  
of early literacy skills.

Assumption 2
Reading skills occur before writing skills.

•   Through repeated meaningful writing opportunities,  
writing skills may be observed in students with  
significant disabilities before reading skills.

Assumption 3
Conventional writing is not possible.

•   Research has shown that students with significant  
disabilities can make positive gains in writing  
when provided with consistent, strategy-based  
instruction.

Assumption 4
Early writing should be conventional.

•   Typically developing children write hundreds,  
if not thousands of times before becoming  
conventional writers.

•   Students with complex instructional needs may  
require even more meaningful opportunities to write.

Assumption 5
For students with significant disabilities,  
writing skills will be acquired if we teach  
them in simple, isolated tasks.

•   The cognitive, in-the-head process of learning  
to read and write is the same for all individuals.

•   Students with significant disabilities need access  
to frequent, high-quality, explicit instruction  
that fosters the central goal of writing— 
to communicate and share with others through text.

Assumption 6
Older students cannot acquire writing skills.

•   Adults with significant disabilities who are introduced 
to systematic writing instruction are developing  
conventional writing skills.
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Old Assumptions New Perspectives

Assumption 7
Spoken communication  
isn’t needed during writing.

•   Beginning readers frequently read aloud during sustained 
silent reading because they have not yet developed their 
inner voice.

•   Likewise, typically developing students are often  
communicating and sharing during independent  
writing time.

•   Students with significant disabilities need accommodations  
that support them in communicating throughout all  
components of writing.

Assumption 8
Symbol writing (pictographic writing  
systems) leads to conventional writing.

•   Research evidence does not exist demonstrating that  
writing with symbols is a necessary developmental first step 
supporting the development of writing skills for students 
with significant disabilities.

•   There is also no research evidence indicating that student 
instruction focused on “writing” with pictographic symbols 
supports the development of writing with the sounds  
of one’s language.

•   Use of symbols adds cognitive load as students must  
process both the pictographic symbol and the text labels.

•   Using a pictographic symbol set may restrict the range  
of words and topics a student can compose.

•   Pictographic writing systems do not provide students  
with essential, repeated opportunities to use individual  
letters to inventively spell and learn the sounds of language.

Assumption 9
Work on fine motor skills leads  
to conventional writing skills.

•   Many students with disabilities have lifelong fine motor 
constraints that inhibit the ability to produce legible text 
with ease.

•   Work on fine motor skills is not a writing curriculum.

•   Fine motor activities (e.g., copying and tracing)  
do not enable students to learn that writing is a form  
of communication.

•   Accommodations that support students with ease of access 
to the alphabet are crucial to developing beginning writing 
skills.

What attitudes and beliefs do you have about your students 
that match the old assumptions? What new perspectives  
are you thinking about?
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Research Support

“For students with developmental disabilities to develop as writers, writing instruction needs  
to be embedded in their daily curriculum and include accommodations such as assistive  
technology.” 

Joseph & Konrad, 2009

“In my 24 years of teaching I have never known  

my students so well.”

Jenay Prytula 
A special education classroom teacher who has used  
First Author Writing Curriculum and software for three  
years with her middle school students who are physical  
or otherwise health impaired

Getting Started

Here is a quick look at what you will need to get started:

•  Mini-lesson

•  Space for all students to gather
•  Flip chart or interactive white board

•  Writing Time

•  Computer lab
•  Writing supplies
•  Writing Topic Area
•  Author’s Toolkit

•  Author’s Chair

•  Special chair
•  Author’s Board (pocket chart)
•  Microphone
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Included with the First Author Writing Curriculum is a Teacher 
Resource CD. Located on this CD are the contents of the Teacher 
Tools folder and the Student Tip Sheets folder.

Student Items Total Items
One-inch three-ring binders One binder per student

Tabbed binder dividers—five tabs One set per student

Zippered pouches for three-ring binder One per student

Scissors One pair per student

Glue Sticks One stick per student

Digital Head Shot Photo Image One for each student

Classroom Items Total Items
Talking Stick One per class

Author’s Chair One per class

Supply Caddy/Bin One per writing table

Lined Paper One stack per writing table

Pencils One pencil per student

Markers One set per writing table

Dry erase markers and board One per student

Microphone One per classroom (used during Author’s Chair)

One-inch three-ring binders 2-3 for school photos (e.g., field trips)

Box for storing magazines One per classroom

Pocket Chart One per classroom

Blank rectangular laminated cards One for each student

List of Supplies and Materials

Before you get started with the First Author Writing Curriculum you will need  
to get supplies and materials for your students and your classroom.

Order the supplies listed below.
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Prepare Student and Classroom Materials

Student Materials

•  Prepare an Author’s Toolkit for each student. The Author’s Toolkit is a customized 
three-ring binder with unique writing supports for each student. The binder  
has tabbed sections (located on the Teacher Resource CD). 
 

Beginning writers are motivated by topics of individualized interest and personal 
photos, so ask for input from family members. Before the first day of instruction 
you should have 4-5 pictures or images placed behind the “My Topics” tab  
of each student’s toolkit. Magazines, catalogs, and the Internet are good resources  
for topic inspiration. Include topic categories from:

My Life—pictures of family members, pets, images of hobbies,  
and favorite foods

My World—monster trucks, cartoon characters, dinosaurs, favorite  
TV shows and movies

If computers are being used, pictures and images can be organized  
in folders on a student’s computer desktop.

Ask parents or guardians to send pictures or images to school, use a USB 
drive or have them emailed to you. (Parent letters are on the Teacher 
Resource CD.)

Personalize each Author’s Toolkit by:

•  Prominently display student’s name on the cover

•  Include a “Head Shot” of the Author

•  Later invite students to customize their binder covers  
with images that represent topics they love!

•  For emergent beginning writers, print and laminate alphabet boards, three-hole 
punch them and insert into the front of the Author’s Toolkit before the tabbed 
sections (provided on the Teacher Resource CD).

•  Print sets of letter tiles, cut them out, place into a zippered pouch, and insert  
into the front of the tabbed section. Some students like to glue letter tiles  
onto their writing. (Letter tiles provided on the Teacher Resource CD.)

•  Locate and print the individual student Tip Sheets for the first week of lessons 
(located in the Student Tip Sheets folder and on the Teacher Resource CD).
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Author’s Toolkit Letter Tiles

Magazine Tub of Writing Topics Author’s Chair

Classroom Materials

•  Use additional three-ring binders to create topic binders called My School, 
include fun classroom activities, teachers, other students, and photos  
from field trips.

•  Label a large plastic box “Magazines” and collect magazines, catalogs,  
and flyers to inspire writing topics.

•  Gather writing supplies including pencils, markers, scissors, glue sticks,  
and lined paper. Place in bins and caddies in the writing area.

•  Identify your Author’s Chair. This special place is where students will share  
and celebrate their writing with others. Remember, it can be a special chair,  
quilt or archway. A small microphone can be helpful and encouraging  
for students.
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Lesson Card

Lesson Card

Student Photo Card

•  Prepare materials for your Author’s Board (pocket chart)—

Laminate rectangular blank pieces  
of paper (for repeated use) that  
fit into the pocket (have wipe-off 
markers available). These lesson 
board cards are used during  
the Mini-lessons to collect students’ 
ideas.

 
 

 
 

 
Take a special photo of each student,  
type or print student’s first name,  
affix to bottom of photo, laminate.  
Used with the laminated rectangles during 
Author’s Chair so the whole class can see  
the name of the Author along with the text 
type or topic of the writing being shared. 
 

 
 

The Author’s Board provides  
a perfect venue for celebrating 
“Special Moments” that occur 
during the week. Record a student’s 
writing, speaking, or listening 
accomplishment on the lesson 
card, place it next to the Author’s 
name card and place it on the 
Author’s Board. 
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Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Day 1
Author Time

Day 2
Author Time  
Schedule

Day 3
Author’s Chair #1
 
 
Do you have baseline writing  
samples from ALL your 
students?

Day 4
Author’s Chair #2: 
Decorate to Celebrate

Day 5
Author’s  
Chair

Day 6
Brainstorming Topics: 
My Life

Day 7
Brainstorming Topics: 
My School

Day 8
Brainstorming Topics: 
My World

Day 91
Places to Get Topics: 
Internet and Home

Day 10
Author’s  
Chair

Day 11
Places to Get Topics: 
Magazines

Day 12
Author’s Conference

Day 13
Author’s Toolkit #1:  
What Is in My Toolkit?

Day 14
Author’s Toolkit #2: 
Make It Mine

Day 15
Author’s  
Chair

Day 16
The Talking Stick

Day 17
Author’s Chair Rules: 
Be a Good Listener

Day 18
Author’s Chair Rules: 
Be a Good Listener

Day 19
Author’s Chair Rules: 
Be a Good Speaker

Day 20
Author’s  
Chair

Day 21
Author’s Chair Rules: 
Be a Good Speaker

Day 22
Giving Feedback: 
Ways to Praise

Day 23
Giving Feedback: 
Making Comments

Day 24
Giving Feedback:  
Telling Why

Day 25
Author’s  
Chair

Day 26
Say More

Day 27
Fearless Speller #1

Day 28
Fearless Speller #2

Day 29
How We Write

Day 30
Author’s  
Chair

First 30 Days of Mini-lessons
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Assign Roles to Support Staff

As you add daily writing into your classroom, 
make the process manageable and fun by drawing 
in partners who can help students with ease  
of access to communication and writing. Assign 
adult roles beforehand so that all components  
of writing instructional time are provided as  
a smooth orchestration.

Paraprofessional

Paraprofessionals play a critical role in student 
engagement and involvement.

Support Classroom Routines 

•  Manage the distribution of the Talking Stick  
to students 

•  Hand out Tip Sheets and add them to their 
Author’s Toolkit

•  Refer to posters

•  Provide physical cues (i.e., finger point) to students, showing key content  
on the Tip Sheet being discussed by the teacher

•  Support individual students who need additional assistance or specialized tools

•  Work to teach students to become independent users of their technology

Engage Students

•  It is critical that every student is actively engaged at all times

•  Record tallies for the students’ votes

•  Have students share their answers with their neighbors first

•  Use a gesture to cue a student to raise his or her hand

•  Provide a verbal reminder to use eye contact
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Speech-Language Pathologist

Because the First Author Writing Curriculum provides students authentic opportunities 
for language, communication and writing, the speech-language pathologist can  
be a valuable partner. Here are some examples of ways your SLP can help target 
speaking, listening, and writing in your classroom—

•  Assess student language, communication and writing abilities and identify  
core areas of need

•  Collaborate to identify Individual Education Plan (IEP) goals for speaking, 
listening, and writing

•  Work with the teacher to select Mini-lessons that enhance written language  
and communication

•  Co-teach Mini-lessons

•  Assist during instructional time by providing verbal and physical cues  
that optimize written and spoken communication

•  Partner to identify and obtain materials for students (e.g., writing topic  
photo images)

•  Identify students with complex communication needs who need  
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) tools or Speech  
Generating Devices (SGDs)

•  Assist students with physical access to communication and writing tools  
during instructional time and ensure that ease of communication is maximized

•  Assist in collecting data and analyzing and interpreting outcomes  
for progress monitoring

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E 3 3

SAMPLE



Successful Strategies for Adults  
Tip Sheets
 
To provide consistent instructional scaffolds, target  
individual learning goals, and help optimize student  
performance, use the Successful Strategies for Adults  
Tip Sheets (located in your Teacher Tools folder  
and on the Teacher Resource CD) for adults working  
in your classroom. Each Tip Sheet identifies  
the instructional goals and provides step-by-step  
tips for helping students achieve those goals.

Important!

Occupational Therapist

Make sure every student has a “pencil” and becomes a fluent writer with their “pencil.”  
This is often referred to as an “alternate pencil” (The Center for Literacy and Disability 
Studies, University of North Carolina—Chapel Hill”). The important element is that 
students are able to fluently write and express themselves. Continue to improve writing 
fluency by either accommodating the student with tools such as pencil grips, alternate 
keyboards, partner assisted scanning or word prediction, also determine student’s most 
fluent mode of access.

•  Determine the best mode of writing for all students (handwriting,  
keyboarding, or partner-assisted scanning)

•  Train staff and students on their best writing modes

•  Ensure that the classroom is set up and ready for the student  
to use their preferred mode

•  Make adjustments to writing software tools and computers for appropriate access

•  For students who are non-verbal, support physical access  
to communication using no-tech or Speech Generating Devices (SGDs)

•  For some students, continue to work on handwriting for fluency separately

•  This fine motor should not replace writing instructional time or independent 
Writing Time

•  Document and examine data on writing fluency and writing production.  
Using this data, make changes as needed for individual students
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Meta-analysis research on best 
practices of writing instruction  
found that students make  
increased gains in writing when they have explicit goals. 
These gains are even greater when students are part  
of goal selection (Graham, Kiuhara, McKeown, & Harris,  
2012).

In the Writing Lab Approach (Nelson, Bahr, & Van Meter,  
2004), the authors describe how educators can use  
assessment results to help students set goals in their 
own language, with adult guidance. This collaborative  
approach fosters student ownership of learning goals.  
An educator working with an individual student to help  
establish writing goals begins the conversation by saying  
“I’ve been looking at your writing. I’ve got some ideas  

to help you get better. I think a good goal for you would be to __________.”

The next step involves negotiating and collaborating to help the student put the goal into  
his or her own language. Write 1-3 simple goals together with the student. Post them  
prominently (e.g., in the Author’s Toolkit) and remind students about their goals during  
writing instructional time. Simple goal examples include—

•  I will write in sentences.    •  I will write at least five sentences.
•  I will write about one topic.    •  I will write in paragraphs. 
•  I will write new kinds of writing.    •  I will write about new topics.

Expand on this collaborative goal setting by identifying speaking and listening as well  
as language goals together with the student.  For example—

•  I will raise my hand to take a turn.  •  I will use eye contact when I talk with others. 
•  I will make a comment to an author.  •  I will tell why I like a classmate’s writing.
•  I will make only three comments to an Author.
•  I will make comments about the Author’s writing topic.

Set Writing Goals with Students

Create writing goals collaboratively with each student by the end of the first 30 days. 
Post them prominently in his or her Author’s Toolkit and support the student  
to self-reflect on the achievement of his or her goals once a week.

If the student is unable to collaborate in goal setting, use student-friendly word choices 
and post them in their Author’s Toolkit. Provide positive verbal feedback and praise  
to all students, reinforcing when they have met or exceeded their goals!
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“The secret to becoming a writer is to write,  
write, and keep on writing.” 

Ken MacLeod

“Writers live their lives differently  
because they write.” 

Nancy Atwell

Celebrate by Publishing Student Work

Students write for authentic reasons. A key purpose of being an Author is to publish 
your work—and publishing is a core concept in the more rigorous College and Career 
Readiness Standards. To address this purpose, create individual books of each student’s 
work, including an Author Biography. As part of classroom writing instruction, students  
can also create special decorated covers, using special photo images, for their published 
work. Back covers for the published document can contain the student’s biography  
with a photo of the student, or special quotes about writing. For example:

Classroom anthology books, featuring each student’s “best” writing, could also  
be created. These books can be placed prominently in the classroom, in the school 
library, or sent home to families. There are multiple ways in which student publishing 
can be accomplished:

•  Compile a set of student compositions 
Staple the documents or, a single hole-punch the upper left corner,  
and tie with a pretty colored ribbon

•  Compile a set of student compositions and include a special cover 
Laminate the cover and a back page and use a binding machine to compile  
the documents

•  Create a class website or blog

•  Utilize local businesses or web-based companies that bind student  
work into a hardcover or e-book

•  Utilize web-based sites where students can publish their work
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Celebrate by Hosting an “Author’s Wall” Event

A fun way to celebrate writing accomplishments, and highlight students as Authors 
early in the school year, would be to create an Author’s Wall. The students’ published 
work is made available for others to see in a school hallway. Typically, the Author’s  
Wall is created at the end of the fall semester and includes a small celebration  
with cake and punch. Before the class event, students create an Author Biography  
and choose their best writing to display on the Author’s Wall. Each Author’s Biography 
and writing are mounted on a ½ sheet of poster board. During the day of the 
celebration an Author’s Chair is held and students share their poster during this time. 
After the Author’s Chair students ceremoniously go with an adult to hang their work  
on the Author’s Wall. A way to expand on this idea is to add a form where adults  
or peers in the school can add comments for the authors. On the day of the event, 
special individuals in the school could also be invited to visit the Author’s Wall.

Host a “Meet the Author” Celebration

The Meet the Author Celebration is designed to be a culminating end-of-school-year  
venue for the student authors. This event provides students with authentic opportunities  
to work on speaking and listening skills and to share their writing in a live experience 
with a larger audience. 

Send special invitations to important individuals in each student’s life  
(inside and outside of school), administrators, and other educational staff.

Prior to the event, have students: 

•  Create Author Biographies

•  Make covers for their published work

•  Choose their best writing to share on that day 

•  Practice sharing their writing during the Author’s Chair 

•  Work with educational staff to create tri-fold posters that feature Author 
Biographies, student writing samples, and photos of the Author’s writing 
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During the event: 

•  Display tri-folds on large tables, or desks, around a room

•  Provide each student with an outcome booklet that includes: 

•  Create an introductory letter from the teacher

•  Display data tables of the First Author Writing Measures 

•  Develop a table of Special Moments

Ways to take the Meet the Author Celebration up a notch include:

•  Have special t-shirts made for students that say, “I’m an Author!”

•  Create a PowerPoint slide show containing candid photos of the students 
participating in the First Author Writing Curriculum throughout the school  
year and playing it on a large screen for all to see. It is really nice to have  
music associated with the slide show as it is shared during the poster session  
and the time for cake and punch.

•  Create Author Comment Sheets to be placed in front of the tri-fold posters  
where adults can write special notes to make comments or congratulate  
students on their accomplishments. 
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The Meet the Author Celebration begins by having invitees spend time viewing  
the tri-fold posters and outcome booklets and hearing stories about the student 
Authors. Students stand near their posters and introduce attendees to their work.

Immediately following the poster session, everyone is seated; the classroom teacher 
welcomes everyone to the event and tells the group a little about the program  
(see the Teacher Resource CD for tools to support this event).

Next, each student takes a turn sharing his or her biography and writing piece  
in the Author’s Chair. 

Each student is then given  
a special award for gains  
in writing or speaking  
and listening. Of course,  
each is applauded for his  
or her efforts and cake  
and punch are served! 

The Meet the Author 
Celebration is a proud  
day for students and their 
families!

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E4 2

SAMPLE



Help! I Need Some “More” Successful Strategies

You may be thinking ahead about the individual needs of students who present 
particular instructional and/or behavioral challenges. Or, you may have been using  
the First Author Writing Curriculum for a while and have encountered some barriers 
with individual students for whom you would love some additional, helpful strategies. 
Maybe you are interested in a few more ideas to help you improve your instructional 
time (e.g., choosing good pictures or using your lesson board). This is where you will 
find some help!

This section discusses some common barriers, along with strategic solutions that can 
be used by all educational staff supporting the students. For example, some students 
(e.g., those with autism spectrum disorders) may write repeatedly about a topic,  
for a year or more. Your goal—to get the student to write varied topics—might benefit 
from applying a strategy such as consistently offering him or her a range of new, 
potentially motivating topics during every writing session, while continuing to allow 
self-selected topics and topic repetition to continue until the student is ready to change 
topics (i.e., the student is in the driver’s seat). 

Research and classroom observations, have shown that, while a student may write  
only about a single topic for an extended period of time, we can encourage writing 
gains in other areas (e.g., Text Type Diversity, Total Intelligible Words, Total Unique 
Words) as well as gains in communication and behavior. While the Mini-lessons  
provide students with extensive adult models, “think-alouds,” and collaborative  
co-construction, additional instructional scaffolds are provided to individual  
students during Writing Time and Author’s Chair to support speaking and listening, 
writing and language.

In a middle school special education classroom, one student with autism began  
her time as an Author by drawing daisies for her topic each day. She appeared  
to have lots of anxiety about doing so, and would spend time sitting under her desk.  
As she became more comfortable, this student participated together with her peers 
as they all shared their work during Author’s Chair. Her peers were writing at a higher 
level, and the Author’s Chair was a time where she saw what was possible as an  
Author. Over time she began to write lists about nature, and her peers and the 
educational staff gave her lots of praise for her gains. By the end of the school year, 
this student had not only progressed into writing paragraphs about nature and about 
cartoons, but she had also become an active communicator with her peers during 
Author’s Chair. She was incredibly proud of her writing and her speaking and listening 
accomplishments!
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Check pages 47-60 for Universal Design for Learning strategies and assistive  
technology tools.

Student Barriers Possible Solutions

Does not initiate •  Provide consistent, subtle verbal encouragement for the student  
to take a turn (provide positive input for any forms of initiation).

•  Cue the student by verbally reminding him or her that the  
Talking Stick is available for turn-taking. When providing  
the verbal cue, show the Talking Stick.

•  Provide extensive praise when the student takes a turn. 
You can reference the student author who was on the receiving  
end of the comment. For example, you might say, “<student>  
just thought your work was really amazing! He told you three 
times!” 

Talks out of turn •  Provide verbal cues to the student about classroom rules  
for turn taking. Include a reminder that the only person talking  
should be the person with the Talking Stick.

NOTE: All educational staff who takes a turn during Author’s Chair  
             must also use the Talking Stick to reinforce the concept.

Jumps topics  
when commenting

•  When handing the Talking Stick to the student:

•  Point to the Author’s photo

•  Provide a verbal reminder for the Author’s Topic

•  Place the Author’s photo and writing directly in front  
of the student

•  Provide intermittent verbal cues and physical reminders  
(e.g., pointing to the Author’s photo) as needed,  
when the student is commenting.

NOTE: Use the fewest number of cues and remember to take  
              the scaffold down over time.

Makes excessive, multiple 
comments (e.g., 6-8 comments) 
in a row without allowing  
a communicative partner  
to take a turn

•  As the student is handed the Talking Stick, provide verbal cues  
limiting the student to 2-3 comments. 

•  Remind the student that the Author can then take a turn,  
after which he or she will be provided an opportunity to respond  
with 2-3 additional comments.

Speaking and Listening
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Student Barriers Possible Solutions

Uses the exact same  
comment with each  
Author

•  As the student is handed the Talking Stick, make sure he has the Tip Sheet  
for making comments (i.e., offering five choices) in front of him.

•  Provide verbal cues, reviewing the five comment choices  
(e.g., I liked your topic, or That was really interesting!) before the student  
takes a turn making a comment.

•  Verbally praise the student for making new comments.

Lacks depth  
and specificity  
when commenting

•  After the student makes an initial comment (e.g., I liked your topic) provide  
a verbal cue asking “Why” (e.g., Why did you like <student’s> topic?”

•  Provide additional scaffolds by offering more choices:

•  Offer 2-4 verbal choices (e.g., Did you like their topic because: you like 
horses too? you thought it was interesting? you thought it was funny?

•  Offer a pictographic communication board

Student Barriers Possible Solutions

Uses inventive  
spelling  
with no spaces

•  Provide verbal cues to the student, reminding him or her that Authors  
use spaces to separate words. 

•  Offer the student models of inventive spelling with spaces using  
a “think-aloud” as you write (e.g., on a word processor or a laminated  
alphabet board that contains a “space bar”) 

•  Be sure to provide these models and “think-alouds” before or after the  
student writes.  Don’t provide the model on the student’s writing product!

Uses inventive  
spelling with spaces  
but no words

•  Provide the student models and think-alouds” showing how you sound out 
words in your head and spell them using a word processor or alphabet board.

•  In your cues, emphasize the first and last letters of words (developmentally, 
they are the first to occur). 

•  Be sure to provide modeling before or after the student writes.  
Don’t provide the model on the student’s writing product!

•  Provide the student with extensive verbal praise for writing his or first  
recognizable words. Celebrate this achievement during writing and during 
Author’s Chair.

•  Again, if a student lacks confidence with spelling and continually asks  
if he or she is spelling the word correctly, say, “I can totally tell what word  
you are writing. Nice job!”

Writing and Language
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Student Barriers Possible Solutions

Writing only  
in phrases

•  Offer the student models and think-alouds” showing how you think  
of ideas in your head, say them aloud, and then write a sentence. 

•  As you model, mention how sentences start with a capital and end  
with punctuation.

•  Talk about how you use certain words to set up sentences for different  
text types (e.g., “I like” for opinions, “I want to” for plans)

•  Provide the student with a Tip Sheet showing word combinations  
used to write a specific text type.

Writes about only  
one or two topics

•  Obtain information from multiple sources (e.g., parents, paraprofessionals, 
etc.) about the student’s preferences and favorite topics (e.g., leisure  
activities like sports, music, or TV shows; community activities; special family 
activities; community activities) 

•  Identify photo images for topics and offer multiple options at the onset  
of each writing session.

•  If the student does not appear to have alternative topics that he or she  
prefers, engage in extensive “picture walks” with the student to identify  
new topics that might be motivating and to develop the student’s  
preferences for alternative topics.

Writes only one  
or two text types

•  Just prior to writing time, provide verbal cues about the possible text types 
the student might choose for a given topic. 

•  Offer scaffolds that support the student in attempting a new text type  
by offering a Tip Sheet with the  word combinations appropriate for that  
text type.

Writes coherent,  
but not cohesive,  
text  
(multiple sentences  
on one topic that  
can be reordered)

•  Just prior to writing time, provide verbal cues about the possible text types 
the student might choose for a given topic. 

•  Offer scaffolds that support the student in attempting to be more cohesive  
by offering the Tip Sheets for using cohesive words (e.g., transition words  
and conjunctions) for different text types.

•  Provide one-on-one desk side instruction, by offering the student models  
and think-alouds” showing how to use specific words (e.g., transition words 
and conjunctions) to make sentences sound better next to each other.

•  Model how you would use cohesive words for different text types.
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

The First Author Writing Curriculum is designed to meet principles of Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL) (CAST, 2011) so that all students have an equal opportunity to learn 
and maximize their potential. Application of the UDL principles fosters students’ 
writing and speaking and listening skills through educator instructional scaffolds 
(verbal, visual, auditory, and physical), student materials (e.g., Tip Sheets),  
and assistive communication and writing tools. These UDL supports were designed 
to reduce barriers and support student engagement by flexibly offering students 
appropriate goals, materials and modalities for expression. 

The First Author Writing Curriculum supports teachers in providing effective instruction 
to all students, including those with complex instructional needs, through methods, 
materials and assessments designed for beginning writers. The tables below show 
examples illustrating how the curriculum facilitates use of differentiated teaching 
methods and meets the needs of a range of learners through the three key principles 
and the 2.0 Guidelines of UDL.
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Mini-lesson •  Build self-confidence and intrinsic motivation

•  Learn and use concepts about how to be a better writer  
and communicator

•  Contribute during the Mini-lesson

Writing Time •  Consider multiple topics and make a clear topic choice

•  Write independently

•  Communicate ideas in writing

•  Engage in peer and teacher conferences

Author’s Chair •  Share writing with others

•  Comment or ask a question about another student’s writing

Identifying Standards-Based  
Learning Objectives for Your Classroom

When identifying learning objectives, make sure you consider your overall  
group of students and their individual needs and abilities. Think broadly  
about what you hope to accomplish in your classroom across each component  
of the First Author Writing Curriculum. Some examples include:
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Based on Nelson, N.W. (2010) and Erickson, K. (2014)

Five Components  
of a Goal Definition Description

Who The student involved The student’s name

Do Statement What the child will do Observable and measurable 
behavior

Conditions Statement Context in which the desired  
behavior will be demonstrated

Conditions described for:
•  Linguistic Contexts

•  Social Contexts

•  Instructional Scaffolds

•  Technical Scaffolds

Criterion Statement How well a child will perform 
a particular skills, demonstrate 
knowledge, or use a strategy

Stated in percentages,  
ratios, frequencies, duration

Timeframe In what length of time  
will the goal be achieved

Time descriptors  
(e.g., end of the school year,  
number of writing sessions)

Standards-Based IEP Goals

Increasingly, teachers are asked to not only develop standards-based IEP goals  
for students, but also to identify how each aspect of the curriculum links to national 
standards. Each Mini-lesson provides information at the top of the lesson about  
the national standards that are addressed for that day. 

To enable measurement accuracy, and support educational staff in attaining optimal 
student performance, standards-based IEP goals must contain five components: 

•  Identify the student

•  Pinpoint the targeted student skill

•  Describe the learning context (including adult scaffolds and other supports)

•  Report how it will be measured

•  Describe the timeframe
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To be successful writing goals, you will need to become knowledgable of the First Author  
Writing Measures (located in the Assessment section, starting on page 81).

Important!

Identifying Meaningful Standards-Based IEP Goals  
Across Writing, Language, Speaking and Behavior

When identifying writing goals based on individual student needs, use the Developmental 
Writing Scale (starting on page 83) as an anchor measure for both emergent  
and conventional beginning writers in order to understand the student’s written 
linguistic ability. For all levels of writers, the Developmental Writing Scale  
is a measure that focuses on higher processes of writing (e.g., fluency and organization) 
rather than lower-level processes of writing (e.g., mechanics and conventions).  
The additional First Author Writing Measures provide insights into Text Type  
Diversity and writing quantity (e.g., Total Intelligible Words and Total Unique Words). 
These writing quantity and quality measures are product-based, targeting specific 
aspects of writing and supporting progress monitoring of student outcomes  
by assessing writing artifacts produced by students over time.

As goals are identified to meet individual student needs, it is also important to include 
targets that show positive change in the students writing process. Positive changes  
in the student’s writing process (e.g., independent, strategic application of skills)  
may occur before you see progress in the First Author Writing Measures. For example, 
some students’ writing outcome data may appear stable; however, a student may  
have become much more independent when engaged in all aspects of the writing 
process (e.g., planning and composing). Standards-based goals should be written  
to achieve student skill benchmarks that result in decreases in instructional scaffolds 
and increases in overall writing skills.  

As you identify standards-based IEP goals for each student, observe the student in the  
writing process (e.g., planning and composing). Think about his or her behaviors and  
strategies. Be sure to note the levels of instructional support typically needed for him  
or her to write. Reflecting at this level will provide information to guide you in writing 
the goals that support changes in the writing process. Using both writing process 
information (e.g., student strategies and instructional scaffolds) and writing product 
information (e.g., writing quantity and quality measures) assists in selecting the 
individualized observable and measurable behaviors and the ideal contexts and 
conditions necessary to achieve each standards-based IEP goal for an identified student.
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An IEP Goal Non-Example

Students who struggle with writing are at risk for having IEP goals that focus on surface 
aspects of writing (e.g., spelling and mechanics). The goals below were the writing 
goals for an eight-year-old boy with severe speech and physical impairments who used 
a speech generating device as his primary form of communication and used a word 
processor to compose text. 

He also had access to Co:Writer word prediction to ease his text production, however, 
his resource room teacher was hesitant to allow him to use it because she viewed  
this assistive software as a crutch. His actual IEP goals were as follows:

Given a list of ten words at the 1st and 2nd grade level, <student>  
will be able to spell the words on his computer with at least 80% accuracy.

<Student> will be able to learn and use the following rules of capitalization  
with at least 80% accuracy (people’s names, days, months, holidays, streets, 
cities, and states).

<Student> will learn and be able to use the following rules of punctuation  
with at least 70% accuracy (periods, question marks, exclamation marks).

Now take a look at a writing sample composed independently by this student—

Kraz Anems

I like kraz anems. My favoert anem is a meke. 
I like to wach thm sweg.

When considering the writing goals and text produced by this student, think about  
the skills of a typically developing second grade writer. Many students at this grade 
level can generate multiple cohesive and coherent paragraphs on a single topic.
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An IEP Goal Example

To foster development, and align with state core curriculum standards, appropriate  
IEP goals for this student should target higher level writing skills (fluency, vocabulary, 
text types, and organization) rather than surface level writing skills (spelling, mechanics,  
and conventions). Ideal goals for this student would be to increase fluency, vocabulary, 
and, as text length increases, to target organization.

One last lesson from this student case links to ways in which we assist students  
with improving fluency and organization, and moving them up the Developmental 
Writing Scale. Initially, in his writing program, this student was required to write  
from a picture prompt. One day in March, he was provided a picture of a pink bunny 
and asked to write. He became extremely frustrated with this topic, cried, and refused 
to write. This is an excellent example of the “Dead End” instructional approach 
described by Cunningham, Cunningham, Hall, and Moore (2005).

Facilitating overall writing fluency in beginning writers necessitates self-selection  
using topics that are motivating. Over time, together with his Speech-Language 
Pathologist, this student planned for his writing by choosing a topic of interest to him.  
The SLP then read expository text related to the topic aloud, and the student signaled 
for important content to be recorded by the SLP, who then made this core vocabulary 
available on an alternate keyboard. Using this improved process, the student began  
to write multiple paragraphs on favorite topics like the solar system with minimal  
adult cueing.
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Initial baseline information regarding students’ abilities and needs can be identified 
using the Student Accomplishments for Communication and Classroom Behavior tool 
(located in the Teacher Tools folder and on the Teacher Resource CD). Once student 
skills are profiled, review the communication skills and behaviors, identify potential 
benchmark skills over time, and generate future standards-based goals for the student.

Again, write the goals collaboratively with the student, post them prominently,  
and support the student’s self-reflecting on the achievement of his or her goals.  
If the student is unable to collaborate in goal setting, use student-friendly word choices 
to write 1-3 goals and post them in his or her Author’s Toolkit. Provide positive verbal 
feedback and praise to all students, reinforcing when they have met or exceeded their 
goals!

A Case Example— 
Monitor Student Progress, Set Goals, and Show Student Outcomes 

Meet Michael, a talkative engaging 14-year-old 
student who is placed in a self-contained high-school 
classroom for students with moderate cognitive 
impairments. While Michael enjoys verbally 
communicating with others, there is a significant 
mismatch between his oral and written language 
skills.  Michael’s teacher, said that the writing 
curriculum for students in her classroom, including 
Michael, had focused on basic functional writing 
skills (e.g., copying and tracing, writing first  
and last name). Throughout their school years 
Michael and his peers had not received systematic 
explicit writing instruction, nor had they had 
frequent meaningful opportunities to write  
and share text. 
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Writing Quantity and Quality Measure Outcome Data
Developmental Writing Scale Level 3

Total Intelligible Words 0

Total Unique Words 0

Topic Diversity Unclear

Text Type Diversity Emergent

This baseline sample was produced by Michael in one  
of the first writing sessions before the First Author 
Writing Curriculum and the First Author Software  
were used together. Notice his difficulty with mechanics 
and letter formations—he was unable to produce text  
that is legible to a reader.

The table below shows measurement of Michael’s baseline writing sample:
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Writing Quantity and Quality Measure Outcome Data
Developmental Writing Scale Level 8

Total Intelligible Words 14

Total Unique Words 12

Topic Diversity Miley Cyrus

Text Type Diversity Label

During Michael’s first day using the First Author software he independently chose the 
topic below and said, as he was writing, that he wanted to be a famous actor someday 
like Miley Cyrus. When he finished the writing sample he excitedly told his teacher, 
“Hey Mrs. K! I just wrote a short story about Miley Cyrus!” Notice that the first three 
words in this sample are labeling the photo chosen for his writing. The remaining 
words demonstrate some of Michael’s exploration of word bank words on his first day.

The table below shows measurement of Michael’s writing in this first sample  
using the First Author software:

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E6 8

SAMPLE



Writing Quantity and Quality Measure Outcome Data
Developmental Writing Scale Level 11

Total Intelligible Words 13

Total Unique Words 10

Topic Diversity Acting

Text Type Diversity Plan

The final sample shown below shows the progress Michael made when using  
the First Author software during a second school year. He is making significant strides 
in closing the gap between what he can say verbally and translating that content  
in his writing product. This sample not only shows his gains on the Developmental 
Writing Scale it also shows Michael’s Text Type Diversity as he writes a plan  
for the future.
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EE.W.9-10.2.c
Use complete simple sentences as appropriate.

By the end of the school year, Michael will 
move to Level 12 on the Developmental  
Writing Scale during four out of five writing 
probes obtained during writing time.

EE.W.9-10.1
Write claims about topics or texts.

By the end of the school year, Michael will 
compose persuasive text during writing time, 
examined using the Text Type Diversity  
measure, on ten occasions.

Michael continues to express himself using 
different topics and text types. While this  
sample is not as long as the previous one,  
the Text Type Diversity classification would  
be persuasion because of his complex 
sentence including his reason why he likes 
Gravedigger.

Two examples of alternate standards and corresponding IEP Goals for Michael  
are shown below:
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Recommendations First Author Writing Curriculum

Recommendation 1 
Provide daily time for students  
to write.

Is designed for daily instruction that provides repetition with variety,  
fosters student independence and supports gains in writing, as well  
as speaking and listening.

Recommendation 2 
Teach students to use the writing 
process for a variety of purposes.

•  Teaches students strategies for planning, composing, revising,  
and sharing. 

•  Uses principles of strategy instruction to teach students explicit skills 
used by skilled writers and systematically guide students toward  
independence over time.

•  Provides explicit instruction in a range of text types used across  
curricular areas through teacher models and collaborative writing.  

•  Provides students with instructional scaffolds that support them  
in composing a variety of genres.

Recommendation 3 
Teach students to become fluent 
with handwriting, spelling,  
sentence construction, typing, 
and word processing.

•  Supports students in fluent construction of text by offering them  
multiple modalities (e.g., traditional tools such as pencils and pens, 
alphabet boards, standard keyboards, alternative keyboards)  
to communicate in writing with ease 

•  Includes Mini-lessons that provide models and strategies for spelling  
and writing in sentences.

Recommendation 4 
Create an engaged community  
of writers.

•  Emphasizes a process-based approach where everyone is viewed  
as an author and a writing community is created in every classroom.  

•  Facilitates intrinsic motivation to write through student choice  
(e.g., self-selected topics) and by creating an environment where  
students write for authentic purposes, collaborate and share that  
writing with others, and publish their written work. 

•  Fosters engaging and authentic purpose for writing and sharing

Appendix

Table 1
Recommendations from Teaching Elementary School  
Students to Become Effective Writers and The Connections  
to the First Author Writing Curriculum
Graham, Bollinger, Booth Olson, D’Aoust, MacArthur, McCutchen, & Ollinghouse, 2012
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CCSS for Writing Examples of Application  
in the First Author Writing Curriculum

Text Types and Purposes Provides beginning writers with opportunities to write opinion texts  
(e.g., reader response and topic response), informative/explanatory  
texts, and narrative texts (real and imagined) of increasing  
sophistication. For example, students are taught to: 

•  Use more sophisticated text structures and content
•  List reasons
•  Use linking words and phrases
•  Include facts and details

Production  
and Distribution  
of Writing

•  Offers research and writing projects to engage in procedural,  
“how-to” writing.

•  Provides lessons that offer students models and strategies  
for producing clear and cohesive writing.

•  Affords the opportunity for students to create text via technology  
(e.g., First Author Writing Software mirrors a process-based writing  
environment).

Research to Build  
and Present Knowledge

Build knowledge of a topic through research projects:
•  Draw information from students’ personal experiences
•  Collect information from multiple sources (print and media)
•  Draw evidence from literary and expository text.

Range of Writing •  Write daily for both short and extended time periods.
•  Write across disciplines and for a range of audiences.

College and Career Readiness Standards
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CCSS for Speaking 
and Listening 

Examples of Application  
in the First Author Writing Curriculum

Comprehension  
and Collaboration

•  Mini-lessons provide repeated opportunities to participate  
in collaborative discussions with a range of partners (e.g., peers,  
educational staff, and family and community members).

•  Author’s Chair and Mini-lessons facilitate development of agreed-upon 
rules for discussions through  
lessons that explicitly target communication skills.

•  Targets development of a range of communicative functions (initiating, 
asking and answering questions, making statements and comments)

•  Affords students authentic experiences to communicate about specific 
topics (e.g., the author’s writing topic), link comments to the previous 
speaker’s remarks, and maintain that topic across multiple exchanges  
using appropriate elaboration and detail. 

Presentation  
of Knowledge  
and Ideas

•  All components of the curriculum (Mini-lessons, Writing Time,  
and Author’s Chair) support students in reporting on topics or text,  
telling stories, and/or recounting experiences.

•  During classroom interactions, students have repeated opportunities  
to speak in sentences specific to the task and use formal and informal 
forms of discourse.

•  Offers students accommodations that add an auditory component  
(i.e., text reader) and visual displays (i.e., photo images) that enhance  
the student’s writing topic.

CCSS for Language Examples of Application  
in the First Author Writing Curriculum

Conventions  
of Standard English

•  Provides repeated opportunities for students to demonstrate  
knowledge of the conventions of grammar across writing  
and speaking.

•  Explicit instruction provides students authentic experiences  
to demonstrate knowledge of the conventions of standard English 
(capitalization, punctuation, and spelling) when writing.

Knowledge of Language Offers students opportunities to use basic knowledge of language and  
its conventions across modalities (speaking, listening, reading or writing).

Vocabulary Acquisition 
and Use

•  Affords students the ability to gain an understanding of different  
word meanings and relationships.

•  Provides opportunities for students during explicit instruction  
to use academic and domain specific words across different contexts.
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Dear Educators,

As you embark on this journey with the First Author Writing Curriculum, 
I assure you of challenging days when your students will be a little “spicy”.  
We just had one of those days yesterday—it was, after all, the day before  
Halloween! Persevere and stick with it! What we took away from 
yesterday’s writing instructional time was that the joys and student 
accomplishments, both big and small, far outweighed our challenges 
as the students repeatedly showed us new writing skills and more 
sophisticated ways of engaging with us and with each other. I look forward  
to hearing your stories about individual students and classroom milestones.  
My final thoughts—

Defy old assumptions and embrace new perspectives

Challenge students and keep them safe

Be fearless and create students who are fearless

AND, most importantly, be joyful!

This curriculum represents 25 years of thinking about how educators 
can integrate speaking, listening, reading and writing and optimize 
performance in these students who present with such a broad range 
of abilities and challenges. I dream now of a time when all students, 
especially those with the most significant disabilities, receive high-quality,  
explicit instruction every day, from the first day they enter school.

 Best Regards, 
 Janet
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Research Support

In writing, you’ll need assessments that will let you see the visible progress students  
are making as writers along the way, so that you be able to track the success of your teaching.

Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2012

Assessing Student Skills 

When using the First Author Writing Curriculum, educators need multiple formative 
and summative measures that guide instruction, support progress monitoring  
that is in alignment with national writing standards, and allow for documentation  
of teacher efficacy. 

First Author Writing Measures

These measures were based on early writing development of both typically developing 
students and those with disabilities; therefore, the measures are beneficial with both 
populations.

The First Author Writing Measures were designed to assess both writing quantity 
and quality. They are created to improve upon existing assessment tools through 
comprehensive, sensitive measurement using clearly-defined constructs.  
The First Author Writing Measures were developed to accomplish five key purposes. 
These purposes were originally proposed for the Developmental Writing Scale  
(Sturm, Cali, Nelson, & Staskowski, 2012) but were expanded upon to show how  
each of the purposes applies to the First Author Writing Measures.

•  Identify small differences in beginning writing skills

•  Be easy for educators to learn and use reliably

•  Offer instructionally relevant information about what to target next

•  Serve as a functional outcome measure for periodic assessment probes  
and classroom-produced writing artifacts

•  Quantify evidence of small but significant changes so that educators  
can celebrate growth with students and their parents
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Writing Measure Purpose

Developmental Writing Scale To identify the overall developmental writing level  
of the beginning writer.

Text Type Diversity To quantify the types of texts used by beginning writers.

Topic Diversity To quantify the variations in self-selected topics chosen  
by beginning writers.

Total Intelligible Words To quantify the number of intelligible words  
produced by a beginning writer.

Total Unique Words To quantify number of unique words produced  
by a beginning writer.

Total Number of Letters
To quantify the number of letters written or selected  
(on an alphabet board, choosing letter tiles,  
or on a keyboard) by a student writer.

Total Unique Letters
To quantify the number of unique letters written  
or selected (on an alphabet board, choosing letter tiles,  
or on a keyboard) by a student writer.

About the First Author Writing Measures

The First Author Writing Measures support examination of multiple features of writing 
for beginning writers who demonstrate very emergent writing skills as well as those 
who have more sophisticated conventional writing abilities. The measures target writing  
quality (Developmental Writing Scale), Text Type Diversity, Topic Diversity, Total 
Intelligible Words, Total Unique Words, Total Number of Letters, and Total Unique Letters.

The First Author Writing Measures are not text type specific (except for the Text Type 
Diversity Measure) and can be used to examine any type of text written by the student. 
They are not designed to use with worksheets or spelling tests and time limits  
for obtaining the writing samples are not set. Ideally, a writing sample showing 
maximal student performance will be obtained when the student is allowed to choose:

•  A personally motivating, self-selected topic 
•  The text type 
•  The length of time writing
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Figure 2: Measures for Beginning Writers

Developmental 
Writing Scale Topic Diversity Text Type  

Diversity

Total Words
 

Total Letters

Unique Words

Unique LettersEmergent

Conventional

Deciding Which Measures to Use for Your Students

Use the Developmental Writing Scale as a baseline measure (prior to the onset  
of new instruction and/or at the beginning of a school year) to identify a student’s 
overall writing level.

Take additional writing probes intermittently throughout the year (weekly, monthly,  
or quarterly) to show growth in writing quality. The DWS can also be used to choose 
additional measures. For example, a student who scores between 1-4 on the DWS  
is classified as an emergent beginning writer.

The conventional beginning writer ranges from levels 5-14. For example, a student  
who chooses a photo of a puppy and writes “popey,” has progressed to a level 5  
on the DWS by writing his/her first intelligible word. Because this student achieved  
a DWS level 5 using a specific, identifiable content word clearly linked to his/her photo 
the Text Type Diversity measure is possible and his/her writing sample is classified  
as a “label.” The intelligible word “popey” also allows for the Total Intelligible Words 
and Total Unique Words measures to be used for the first time.
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For students with unmeasurable text types (levels 1-4 on the DWS), focus instruction on exposing 
them to a range of text types through modeling and collaborative writing.

Important!

Interpreting Student Data  
Using the First Author Writing Measures

When interpreting the student data, the Developmental Writing Scale serves  
as the anchor measure that informs instruction and student progress. From a formative 
perspective, a student’s score on the DWS aids in identifying the explicit instruction 
needed to move the student to the next level. For example, a student who is a level 8 
on the DWS (partial sentence of more than three words) would benefit from intensive 
instruction that provides extensive models and collaborative writing opportunities  
to write using one to two sentences (DWS level 9). From a summative perspective,  
a student’s progress on the DWS can be measured across a school year or even across 
multiple years.

The DWS can also be used to identify essential and specialized writing accommodations  
and instructional supports. This information is located in this guide in the section  
on Universal Design for Learning (pages 47-50).

Text Type Diversity measure may reveal patterns in each of your students, such as:

•  One student may be writing a broad range of text types across multiple  
writing samples.

•  Another student may be writing only 1-2 text types across the same number  
of samples.

•  Some students with autism have been observed to prefer informational  
text types and avoid narrative text types.

•  Some students with severe speech and physical impairments may prefer  
fictional narratives with themselves as the central character.

•  Some students’ writing products are not yet measurable (levels 1-4) on the DWS— 
score as emergent or label using the Text Type Diversity measure.
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When interpreting the Topic Diversity measure, a student’s data may reveal strengths 
in topic diversity, choosing a wide range of topics over a period of time. Alternatively, 
some students may want to write about only 1-2 topics throughout a school year.  
Use this strength to focus on progress in the DWS. Instruction for this student focuses 
on exposing the student to a range of personally-motivating topics each week, 
modeling how Author’s choose different topics, providing positive encouragement  
to choose new topics, and celebrate verbally when he/she does so.

Interpretation of Total Intelligible Words involves review of multiple writing samples 
over time to identify increases in total words that are recognizable to more than  
one reader. If the student is not yet writing intelligible words, instructional models  
and collaborative writing should be targeted.

When examining Total Intelligible Words, changes in overall length of text (fluency)  
is also interpreted. For example, some students will increase overall text length 
following specific lessons (e.g., Say More) and this increase can be celebrated with  
the group. Closer review of a student’s writing samples may show not only increases  
in Total Intelligible Words but also improvements in length using one topic or text  
type. Some students increase length on one topic (level 11 on the DWS) but struggle  
to add cohesion between the sentences (level 12 on the DWS). Instructionally,  
focus target teaching the student to not only expand on length but also use a range  
of cohesive devices to improve overall quality.

The Total Unique Words measure utilizes the Total Intelligible Words to identify  
the number of different words written by the student. The Total Unique Words measure 
is an indicator of overall vocabulary diversity and can show increases in the range  
of words used over time. Examine individual writing samples to identify sophisticated 
word choices (e.g., rich nouns, verbs, adverbs, or adjectives) used by a student writer 
and aid in interpreting and sharing with parents and caregivers the Total Unique Words  
used by the student. Instructional use of rich, diverse word choices should be modeled  
and used during collaborative writing.

Interpreting Total Number of Letters involves 
examination of a student’s letter production across 
multiple writing samples (and possibly multiple modes) 
to observe changes in the student’s intent to use letters 
to communicate with others. For example, when initially  
introduced to alphabet boards or letter tiles to write,  
a student may choose one to two letters on the first day. 
Over time, after the student has shared his/her writing 
in Author’s Chair, and has received verbal praise  
for using many letters when writing, he/she may  
begin to use more letters in their writing.
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FIrst Author Software automates scoring and graphing to save time.

Important!

Examination of Total Unique Letters will show the types of letters used by the student 
and may reveal meaningful patterns in letter use. For example, one five-year-old 
student with severe speech and physical impairments increased his total letters  
over time and began filling his word processing screen. One day he chose eight letters 
and indicated that he was done. He indicated that the first letter was the first initial  
in his name and the other seven letters were the first initials of the names of other 
individuals in the classroom. Another student, a ten-year-old with autism, uses multiple 
letter “t”s when writing. This is the first initial in his name. One day, this student chose 
multiple letter “h”s. The student’s paraprofessional wondered if he was attempting  
to represent a character he likes a lot called “hungry horse.”

Assessing Attitude and Self-Efficacy in Writing

Poor attitudes and beliefs about writing can be a significant challenge for students  
with disabilities. It is important that educators understand whether attitudes  
and beliefs are inhibiting the writing process, and to identify whether instruction  
and the classroom learning environment, is changing those beliefs in a positive  
way. The Beginning Writer Survey of Writing Attitude and Self-Efficacy is a seven-item  
survey (located in the Teacher Tools folder and the Teacher Resource CD) that examines 
students’ perceptions about themselves as writers. Students are administered this survey  
at the onset of new instruction or at the beginning of each school year. This measure 
can be repeated monthly, quarterly, or yearly to show potential changes in overall 
attitude and self-efficacy. When using this tool, educators should interpret overall 
student understanding of the questions. If a student is unable to respond reliably  
to the seven questions in the survey, the educator can modify the task, asking students 
one question (Do you like to write?) and using two emoticons (like and don’t like)  
to obtain a response. Data from this single question could be analyzed over time.
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Assessing Accomplishments  
for Communication and Classroom Behavior

The First Author Writing Curriculum provides students with an authentic  
social-interactive environment for using speaking and listening skills with a range  
of communication partners. The structured routines and rules for participating  
in this curriculum offer students an ideal environment to make gains in behavior  
(e.g., behavior state). For some students you may notice multiple positive changes  
in speaking, listening, and behavior before you see significant gains in writing.

The Student Accomplishments for Communication and Classroom Behavior tool  
was developed to assess a range of students, including very beginning and more 
sophisticated communicators (located in the Teacher Tools folder and on the  
Teacher Resource CD.) The purposes derived from the Developmental Writing Scale 
(Sturm, Cali, Nelson, & Staskowski, 2012) served as a base to create a measure  
that was easy and useful for educational staff to use and captured relevant information 
in students’ speaking and listening skills and behaviors. The goals of this tool were  
to create a standards-based criterion-referenced measure that would:

1.  Identify small differences in speaking, listening, and behavior 
2.  Be easy for educators to learn and use reliably 
3.  Offer instructionally relevant information about what to target next 
4.  Serve as a functional outcome measure for periodic assessment probes  
     across components of the curriculum 
5.  Quantify evidence of small but significant changes so that educators  
     can celebrate growth with students and their parents.

The tool is comprised of three separate checklists, one for each component of the 
curriculum (Mini-lessons, Writing Time, and Author’s Chair). The purpose for this tool  
is to use it to take periodic assessment probes and focus on one component during 
data collection. Ideally, this tool would be used prior to introduction to the First Author 
Writing Curriculum or in the first two weeks of curriculum introduction to obtain  
baseline data on students. When using this tool, the educational staff member  
(e.g., speech-language pathologist) would identify a single student and decide  
which component (e.g., Mini-lessons) to observe on a given day. During the Mini-lesson, 
watch the student’s speaking and listening behavior skills—on the tool checklist  
note any new behaviors that occurred. Another useful way to use this tool is during 
educational staff team meetings where students’ “special moments” are being 
discussed and identified. The tool can be used as a point of reference to think together 
as a group about student accomplishments across speaking, listening, and behavior.

This tool can be used by educational teams to develop relevant IEP goals that are linked 
to national standards. The measure will assist in showing incremental, refined changes 
in students’ communication and behavior over time.

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E 103

SAMPLE



References

Cali, K.S., & Sturm, J. M. (2014). Formative assessment of beginning writers:  
The Developmental Writing Scale and Text Type Diversity Measure. Orlando, FL: 
American Speech-Language and Hearing Association Annual Conference.

Calkins, L., Ehrenworth, M. & Lehman, C. (2012). Pathways to the Common Core:  
Accelerating achievement. Heineman, Portsmouth, NH.

CAST (2011). Universal Design for Learning Guidelines version 2.0. Wakefield, MA: Author.

The Center for Literacy & Disability Studies, University of North Carolina—Chapel Hill. 
Retrieved December 15, 2014 from  
http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/products/available-for-purchase

Common Core State Standards Initiative (2010). Common core state standards for English 
language arts & literacy in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects. 
Washington, DC: National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and  
the Council of Chief State School Officers.

Council for Exceptional Children (2012). Policy Manual; Section Four; Part 3; Page L-9.

Cunningham, P., Cunningham, J., Hall, D. & Moore, S.  (2005). Writing the Four-Blocks Way. 
Carson-Dellosa Publishing Company, Inc., Greensboro, NC.

Erickson, K. (2014). Start-to-Finish CORE Curriculum: A comprehensive literacy curriculum  
for struggling readers. Don Johnston Incorporated, Volo, IL.

Graham, S. (2006). Strategy instruction and the teaching of writing. In C. MacArthur,  
S. Graham, & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Handbook of Writing Research (187-207).  
New York: Guilford.

Graham, S., Bollinger, A., Booth Olson, C., D’Aoust, C., MacArthur, C., McCutchen, D.,  
& Olinghouse, N. (2012). Teaching elementary school students to be effective  
writers: A practice guide (NCEE 2012- 4058). Washington, DC: National Center  
for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences,  
U.S. Department of Education. Retrieved from  
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/publications_reviews.aspx#pubsearch.

Graham, S. Kiuhara, S. A., McKeown, D., & Harris, K. R. (2012). A meta-analysis of writing 
instruction for students in the elementary grades. Journal of Educational Psychology,  
Vol 104(4), 879-896.

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E104

SAMPLE



Graham, S., & Perin, D. (2007). Writing next: Effective strategies to improve writing  
of adolescents in middle and high schools—A report to Carnegie Corporation  
of New York. Washington, DC: Alliance for Excellent Education.

Halliday, M., & Hasan, R. (1976). Cohesion in English. London: Longman.

Harris, K. R., & Graham, S. (1996).  Making the writing process work: Strategies  
for composition and self-regulation. Cambridge, MA: Brookline Books.

Joseph, L. M. & Conrad (2009), Teaching students with intellectual or developmental 
disabilities to write: A review of the literature, Research in Developmental Disabilities, 
30, 1–19.

Nelson, N. W. (2010). Language and literacy disorders: Infancy through adolescence.  
Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Nelson, N. W., Bahr, C. M., & Van Meter, A.M. (2004). The writing lab approach to language 
instruction and intervention. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes.

Newkirk, T. (1987). The non-narrative writing of young children. Research in the Teaching  
of English, 21(2), 121-144.

Ninio, A. & Bruner, J. (1978). The achievement and antecedents of labeling. Journal of Child 
Language, 5(1), 1-15.

Sturm, J.S. (2012a). Issue Editor Forward: Access to writing for students with diverse 
disabilities. Topics in Language Disorders, 32(4), 293-296.

Sturm, J.S. (2012b). An enriched Writers’ Workshop for beginning writers with developmental 
disabilities. Topics in Language Disorders, 32(4), 335-360.

Sturm, J.S., Cali, K., Nelson, N.W., Staskowski, M. (2012). The developmental writing scale: 
A new progress monitoring tool for beginning writers. Topics in Language Disorders, 
32(4), 297-318.

Sulzby, E., Barnhart, J., & Hieshima, J. (1989). Forms of writing and re-rereading from writing: 
A preliminary report (Technical Report No. 20).  Berkeley, CA: National Center for the 
Study of Writing and Literacy. Retrieved November 15, 2010 from  
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/606.

Troia, G. (2014). Evidence-based practices for writing instruction (Document No. IC-5). 
Retrieved from University of Florida, Collaboration for Effective Educator,  
Development, Accountability, and Reform Center website:  
http://ceedar.education.ufl.edu/tools/innovation-configuration/

F I R S T  A U T H O R  W R I T I N G  C U R R I C U L U M  G U I D E 105

SAMPLE



First Author™

Give your students First Author—help make the students  
who were never expected to write into first-time Authors!

1897C  12/18

ISBN 978-1-4105-1187-4
Learning is for Life™
Don Johnston Incorporated
26799 West Commerce Drive
Volo, IL 60073 USA

donjohnston.com
800.999.4660
info@donjohnston.com

Curriculum

SAMPLE



First Author™

Mini-Lessons

Dr. Janet M. Sturm

Curriculum

SAMPLE



SAMPLE



First Author™

A comprehensive writing curriculum  
for beginning writers

Mini-Lessons

Dr. Janet M. Sturm

Curriculum

SAMPLE



Author:

 Dr. Janet Sturm, PhD, CCC-SLP

Contributors for First Author Writing Measures:

 Kathleen S. Cali, M.A. 

 Maureen Staskowski, PhD, CCC-SLP 

 Nickola Wolf Nelson, PhD, CCC-SLP

Edited by:

 Ruth Ziolkowski, OTR, MBA 

 Mary Krenz, B.S.

Published by:

 Don Johnston Incorporated 
 26799 W. Commerce Drive 
 Volo, IL  60073 
 800.999.4660  USA / Canada 
 800.889.5242  Technical Support 
 donjohnston.com

© 2015-2018 Don Johnston Incorporated and Central Michigan University.  
Based on material written and created by Dr. Janet Sturm.  
Text Type Diversity Measure Authors: Sturm & Cali;  Used with permission. Reprint #2.

All materials found on the Teacher Resource CD / USB drive, Student Resources folder  
and in the Teacher Tools folder may be reproduced. All other parts of this publication  
may not be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form by any means 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without express permission. 

All rights reserved. 

The Don Johnston logo and Co:Writer are registered trademarks of Don Johnston Incorporated. 
First Author is a trademark of Don Johnston Incorporated. Inspiration is a registered trademark 
of Inspiration Software Inc. Universal Design for Learning is a registered trademark of Cast, Inc.

Printed in the United States of America

International Standard Book Number 
ISBN  978-1-4105-1188-1

SAMPLE



Table of Contents

First 30 Days of Mini-lessons

 Day 1: Author Time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6-9

 Day 2: Author Time Schedule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10-13

 Days 3-4: The Author’s Chair . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14-19

 Days 6-8: Brainstorming Topics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20-31

 Days 9 and 11: Places to Get Topics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32-39

 Day 12: Author Conference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40-43

 Days 13-14: My Author’s Toolkit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44-57

 Day 16: The Talking Stick . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58-61

 Days 17-18: Author’s Chair—Listening Rules . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62-67

 Days 19 and 21: Author’s Chair—Speaking Rules . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68-73

 Day 22: Giving Feedback—Ways to Praise . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74-77

 Day 23: Giving Feedback—Make a Comment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78-81

 Day 24: Giving Feedback—Tell Why You Liked It . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82-85

 Day 26: Say More . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86-89

 Days 27-28: Fearless Speller . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90-97

 Day 29: How We Write . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 98-101

Getting Started with Writing and Speaking and Listening

 Author Time . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 1: First 30 Days]

 Author Time Schedule . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 2: First 30 Days]

 Author’s Chair . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Days 3-4: First 30 Days]

 Author Conference . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 12: First 30 Days]

 My Author’s Toolkit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Days 13-14: First 30 Days]

 The Talking Stick—Taking Turns Talking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 16: First 30 Days]

 Author’s Chair Rules—Be a Good Listener . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Days 17-18: First 30 Days]

 Author’s Chair Rules—Be a Good Speaker . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Days 19-21: First 30 Days]

 Giving Feedback—Ways to Praise . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 22: First 30 Days]

 Giving Feedback—Make a Comment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 23: First 30 Days]

 Giving Feedback—Tell Why You Liked It . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 24: First 30 Days]

 Giving Feedback—Ask a Question . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 102-105

 Say More . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 26: First 30 Days]

 How We Write . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Day 29: First 30 Days]

SAMPLE



Planning

 Brainstorming Topics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Days 6-8: First 30 Days]

 Places to Get Topics . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106-111

 Choosing Your Topic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 112-115

 You’ve Just Begun . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 116-119

Planning and Composing Across Text Types and Purposes

 Writing Labels

  Planning Labels . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 120-123

  Writing Labels . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 124-127

 Writing Lists

  Planning and Writing Lists . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128-131

 Argumentative Writing

  Planning Opinions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 132-135

  Writing Opinions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 136-139

  Writing Arguments with a Claim . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140-143

  Writing Arguments with a Counterclaim . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 144-147

  Writing Arguments with a Claim and Counterclaim . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148-151

  Writing Arguments and Adding Evidence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152-155

  Reader Response . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156-159

 Writing Personal Stories

  Planning and Choosing Personal Stories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 160-163

  Writing Personal Stories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 164-167

  Organizing Stories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 168-171

  Organizing Stories with Time Words . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 172-175

 Informational Writing

  Planning and Choosing Descriptions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 176-179

  Writing Descriptions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 180-185

  Organizing Descriptions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 186-189

  Planning and Choosing Reports . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 190-193

  Writing Reports . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 194-199

  Organizing Reports . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200-203
SAMPLE



Planning and Composing Across Text Types and Purposes (Continued):

 Writing Plans

  Brainstorming and Choosing Plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204-207

  Writing Plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208-211

  Organizing Plans . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212-215

 Writing Made-up Stories

  Planning and Choosing Fictional Stories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 216-219

  Writing Fictional Stories . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220-223

Composing

 Modeling Writing

  Be a Fearless Speller . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . [See Days 27-28: First 30 Days]

  I Use Spaces . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224-227

  I Use Capitals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228-231

  I Use Periods . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 232-235

  I Write Words . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 236-239

  I Write Big Words . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 240-243

  I Write Sentences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 244-247

  I Write Big Sentences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 248-253

 Organizing Writing

  The Author’s Topic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 254-265

  Does My Writing Make Sense? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 266-277

Publishing

 Share Your Writing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 278-285

 Practice Sharing Your Writing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 286-289

 Choosing Your Best Writing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 290-293

 Publishing Our Writing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 294-297

 Author of the Week . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 298-301

 The Author’s Wall Celebration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 302-305

 Meet the Author Celebration . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 306-311

 My Author Booklet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 312-317

 My Author Biography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 318-327

 My Meet the Author Poster . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 328-335
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Say More
Mini-lesson:

Teacher Tips

Writing Standard:
Production and Distribution—Planning and Composition 

Speaking and Listening Standard:
Comprehension and Collaboration—Participate in Collaborative Conversations

Materials Needed:
Say More Tip Sheet

Time: Minutes

Who in here is an Author?

Cue students verbally and physically 
to ALL raise their hands.
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Tip: If students need help thinking of ideas  
during collaborative writing, model idea  
generation by doing a “think aloud.”  
Have students help choose which of your  
ideas could be added to the writing.
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Setting the Purpose: 
The purpose of today’s lesson is to talk again about “saying 
more” in our writing. When we say more it means that  
we are writing more letters, words and sentences in our writing. 
We are making our writing longer when we say more! 

Hand out the Say More  
Tip Sheet.

 
Remember, when an Author doesn’t write very much  
we wish that Author would “say more.”

 Let’s look at our new Tip Sheet to get some ideas about how we can  
“say more” in our writing.

 
 
 
 We are going to practice saying more by writing together so I’m going  
to need your help. I have two pieces of writing and I want you to vote  
on which one we should use today for our writing—let me show you  
the two topics and I want each of you to tell me your favorite! NOTE: Choose 
two pictures the students can describe (e.g., a cute funny animal and a favorite  
pop culture person) OR choose two pictures students can use to write  
a personal narrative (e.g., two different class field trip pictures).

 

 
 Now that we’ve picked our topic, we need to look and see if I’ve written 
enough. I wrote ONE word! Should we say more?
 
 We definitely need to say more! I need all of you to help me write.

Modeling and Guided Practice: 

Show students the Say More  
Tip Sheet and review the  
content with students.
Point to the “Say More” title  
on the Tip Sheet.

Show each student two photo 
choices with a single word  
“label”  written below the photos 
and ask each student to tell  
you or point to his or her favorite.  
Be sure to read aloud what you 
have written so far.
Keep a tally, review the results, 
and share the winning topic  
with the group.

Post the chosen photo  
and writing on the board.
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 Let’s look at our Tip Sheet again—it says, “What else can  
I say about my topic?” I’m going to write our ideas on the board.

 

 
 Our Tip Sheet also has us ask what others would want to hear— 
I bet they want to hear more ideas that tell about our picture. 
NOTE: If a descriptive photo was chosen, encourage descriptive 
words. If a narrative photo was chosen, encourage students to tell 
more about what happened.

 Let’s read aloud everything we have added.

 

 
 It says on our Tip Sheet to add two to three more ideas.  
Let’s see if we did that.

 

 
 Excellent writing today—we definitely said more!

 We are now done with our Mini-lesson!

It’s Time to Write!

Share and write all ideas  
generated on the board.
As you write, “think aloud”  
about what you are doing.

Read aloud the entire product 
and verbally praise students  
for helping you “say more.”

Have students count aloud  
the sentences that were added 
and praise them for the final 
product.
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Say More

What else can I say  
about my topic?

What else would others  
want to hear?

Think of 2-3 more ideas and add them  
to your writing.
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Writing 
Opinions

Mini-lesson:

Teacher Tips

Writing Standard:
Production and Distribution—Planning and Composition

Speaking and Listening Standard:
Comprehension and Collaboration—Participate in Collaborative Conversations

Materials Needed:
Writing Opinions Tip Sheet 
Photos to use to choose a topic

Time: Minutes

Who in here is an Author?

Cue students verbally and physically 
to ALL raise their hands.
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Tip: Provide verbal scaffolds to ensure that  
everyone participates in “Take a Poll” votes— 
voter participation can be facilitated subtly with  
a whispered reminder to individual students  
or by calling on the student or students in  
a positive way with “Hey, we don’t have all of our 
votes in yet we need one from <student name>.” 
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Setting the Purpose: 
The purpose of today’s lesson is to talk about writing opinions.

Hand out the Writing Opinions 
Tip Sheet.

When we brainstorm about writing opinions, we think about 
things that we like or don’t like.

 
 Remember, that’s called your opinion—an opinion is something you think, 
believe, or feel.
 

 Today, we are going to learn about words we can use to write opinions.

 

 
 Who can tell us some words on our Tip Sheet that we can use to write 
opinions?

 

 
 Yes, <student name>, ”I like.” We could say “I like my friends.”

 It also says “I love”—we save that word for special things like “I love my 
Mom” or “I love ice cream.”

 Who in our classroom loves ice cream?

 

 
 Is there anyone in our classroom that does NOT like ice cream?

 If anyone did not like ice cream we can see that those are opinion  
words on our Tip Sheet. NOTE: If no one responds ask a student to point  
to the first item on the Tip Sheet.

 What are the last words that it tells us?

 
 Yes, <student name>, it says, “My favorite.” Whose favorite ice cream  
is chocolate?

 

 
 Whose favorite ice cream is vanilla?

Modeling and Guided Practice: 

Show students the Writing  
Opinions Tip Sheet and review 
the content with students.

Take a poll, record the votes,  
and share the results aloud  
with students.

Point to the words as you say 
them aloud.

Encourage students  
to contribute verbally  
or by pointing.
Write their ideas on the board.

Point to the “My favorite”  
item on the Tip Sheet.

Write “vanilla” and “chocolate”  
on the board and take a poll.
Record results and share aloud.
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 Now that we’ve talked about some words we can use to write  
opinions, we are going to practice writing one together  
so I’m going to need your help.

 First, we need to pick a picture. I have pictures and I want you  
to vote on which one we should use today for our writing— 
let me show you the two topics and I want each of you to tell  
me your favorite!

 
 

 
 Hey, I just used the word “favorite”! That is one of our opinion 
words!

 Now that we’ve picked our topic, I need all of you to help me write— 
we are a group of Authors. What could we say about our topic?  
I’m going to write our ideas on the board.

 

 
 We can use our opinion words from our Tip Sheet to help us.

 
 We need to write our first sentence. What should we write  
about our favorite topic of <name the topic>? You can use your 
Tip Sheet to get ideas.
 
 Yes, <student name> we can say, “We like <name the topic>”.

 

 

 
 Let’s add one more sentence—what else could we say?

 If needed, provide assistance by saying—we could say “It is...” 
and tell an opinion word like “cool” or “awesome.”

 OR—we could say, “Our favorite is <name a choice>”  
(offer verbal choices).

 

 

 
 We are now done with our Mini-lesson!

It’s Time to Write!

Show each student two photo 
choices and ask each student  
to tell you or point to his  
or her favorite.
Keep a tally on the board,  
review the results, and share  
the winning topic with the group.

Post the chosen photo  
and writing on the board.
Encourage students to  
contribute verbally or by  
pointing to the Tip Sheet.

Encourage students to  
contribute verbally or by  
pointing to the Tip Sheet.

Share and write all ideas  
generated on the board.
As you write, “think aloud”  
about what you are doing.

When all ideas have been added, 
read aloud the group writing.

As you write, “think aloud”  
about what you are doing.
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Writing Opinions

I like ...

Opinions tell what you think, believe, or feel

Here are some words you can use  
to write opinions:

I love ...

I don’t like ... My favorite ...
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