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Battling Against the Script:  

 Finding a Balance Between Calkins and My Inner Writing Teacher  

 

“BEEEEEEEP,” it is 3:45 PM on a frigid Tuesday in February and the sound of the 

dismissal bell allows me to take a breath and scan the empty classroom in front of me.  My 

stomach drops at the thought of preparing for tomorrow’s writing lesson.  Not only is the weak 

winter’s daylight quickly fading, but my interest and energy is on the same troubling trajectory.  

“There has to be a better way,” I mumble to myself, beginning to sort through Lucy Calkins and 

Ted Kesler’s (2006) Unit of Study titled Raising the Quality of Narrative Writing.  Just the sight of 

five pages of paragraphed writing that make up one “minilesson” is enough to force me to give 

up and start the search for another, more effective way to teach narrative writing to my fourth 

graders. 

 

Why Lucy Calkins and Narrative Writing? 

   

The widely popular and almost universally trusted Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study for Teaching 

Writing, Grades 3 – 5 (2006), provide upper elementary teachers with a rich framework in which to 

launch and host their own Writer’s Workshop.  Flipping through Calkins’ individual units, it is clear that 

she has “unpacked” a variety of meaningful young author activities for educators to use in their work 

with children.  Calkins provides a script for teachers, merely as a suggestion for how to discuss these 

concepts.  The upper elementary units are designed for use with students in grades 3 – 5.  It does not 

seem reasonable to expect third, fourth, and fifth grade teachers to follow the exact same script and 

teach three years of the same program consecutively; however, at first glance, it seems that is the 

design of Calkins’ Units of Study.  Lucy Calkins (2006), the Founding Director of the Teachers College 

Reading and Writing Project at Columbia University’s Teachers College, states:   

I already know, from talking with so many teachers who’ve used the Units of Study for Primary 

Writing, that sometimes you will take the words of my minilessons and bring them verbatim to 

your own children.  I also know that more often, you’ll decide that the teaching I describe needs 

to be adapted or rewritten in order to fit you and your children.  These books provide a detailed 

model; they are not meant as a script (p. 4).   

 

Calkins (2006) also shares with educators that “the books are designed to put themselves out of a job” 

(p. 4).  The Units of Study are intended to be viewed as scaffolding that supports a teacher’s work in 
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helping children learn to write. It is a troubling contradiction to think that, in the series introductory 

book, A Guide to the Writing Workshop, Calkins would suggest that her Units of Study are not meant to 

be used as a script when her entire writing program is published in script form.  It is possible that a 

teacher learning these units for the first time, and using them with children, would only know how to 

follow Calkins’ lessons in their script version.  Looking at other writing minilesson books, it is easier to 

focus on the purpose and goals of each lesson when they are not written in script form, but rather 

bulleted or organized in a fashion that does not seem to promote reading word-for-word.  In attempts 

to teach Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study for Teaching Writing, Grades 3 – 5 to my fourth grade students, I 

have found that the units on narrative are not all encompassing and do not address certain areas that I 

feel are integral at the upper elementary grade level.  Specifically, I believe that older students need to 

participate in far more editing and revising than what Calkins advises.         

As a young teacher, I am constantly at the mercy of whatever district or grade level has 

openings, and enough student enrollment—this is Michigan, after all—to employ me for a year or two. 

In my four short years of teaching school children, I have worked in two different school districts and 

taught three different grade levels.  Unfortunately, these short-term experiences have made it difficult 

to master multiple subject areas, or at the very least, helped build my confidence in teaching the 

complexities of writing.  I have worked for two districts that have espoused diametrically opposed views 

of what constitutes effective writing instruction.  My first two years of teaching were governed by a 

curriculum guide that provided a variety of genres, mentor texts, writing activities, graphic organizers, 

district assessments, rubrics, etc.  I enjoyed both the structure and freedom of having resources to 

utilize without the hassle of scripted lessons, and it helped me feel successful as a writing teacher.   

Currently, the lack of a proper writing curriculum at the elementary level is the bane of my 

teaching assignment.  The Lucy Calkins Units of Study are the required district curriculum, but when 

inquiring about what writing instruction other teachers implement, I was hard-pressed to find a teacher 
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in my building who followed Calkins exclusively.  Many of the teachers I spoke with did not even have 

copies of Calkins’ Units of Study.  I was surprised to learn that my colleagues were not following the 

curriculum department directives; rather, they had created their own individual writing curriculums.  

Unfortunately, their approach was so piecemeal that they were unable to share their plans, lessons, or 

suggestions with me—and I started to believe that no one was overly confident in their ad hoc 

approaches to writing instruction. 

This year, in a concerted attempt to become a better writing teacher, I have attended monthly 

professional development focusing on the Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study.  Even with a moderate amount of 

effort on my part, I have become disillusioned with the entire idea of studying and preparing for each 

lesson the night before.  I have found Calkins’ suggested discourse with students too wordy and time-

consuming to be considered a minilesson. Therefore, through this teaching project, I have more closely 

focused on the concept of teaching narrative in a way that suits my own teaching style and classroom of 

diverse learners. 

I have also become more aware of this genre’s importance in my own elementary school, as one 

of our NCA goals is in the subject area of writing: “All students will demonstrate proficiency in the area 

of Narrative Writing, using the grade level appropriate rubric.”  I am hoping that my findings will inform 

the teaching of my fellow upper-elementary colleagues.     

In this action research, I am looking to answer the following questions:  Are the Lucy Calkins’ 

Units of Study the only effective way to teach narrative writing to fourth graders?  What other resources 

can a teacher (who is ostensibly responsible for teaching the Calkins’ Units of Study) utilize to address 

the needs of both the individual educator and students in the classroom?  Through this teaching project, 

I have designed and implemented purposeful lessons on teaching narrative writing and helping my 

students create polished final drafts, using a combination of Calkins’ methods and a variety of other 

writing experts. 
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Review of Related Research:  Diverse Students and Creative Teaching  

 

The book Children, Language, and Literacy: Diverse Learners in Diverse Times, by Celia Genishi 

and Anne Haas Dyson (2009), supports the notion that the modern classroom consists of a diverse body 

of students that do not deserve to be taught using generalized means.  The authors state, “There is a 

profusion of human diversity in our schools and an astonishingly narrow offering of curricula.  Indeed, 

they are recycling the view of children as empty vessels to be filled by behaviorist-oriented, scripted 

lessons” (Genishi & Dyson, 2009, p. 10).  Diverse students need diverse curriculum and time to learn and 

show what they know.  A “one size fits all” curriculum, such as the framework suggested by Calkins, will 

not meet the needs of every child as each individual comes from different families, backgrounds, and 

experiences.  Similar to Lucy Calkins’ beliefs, Genishi and Dyson also state that children need to have 

relevant reasons to write.  As educators, it is our responsibility to make writing relevant to children’s 

lives, Genishi and Dyson (2009) point out that it is essential to, “…mak[e] composing ‘relevant’ to their 

childhood lives, a quality Vygotsky deemed crucial to learning to write” (p. 81).  Just like language and 

other skills, writing develops at different rates and speeds among children.  Genishi and Dyson (2009) 

suggest, “There is a very puzzling contrast — really an awesome disconnect — between the breathtaking 

diversity of schoolchildren and the uniformity, homogenization, and regimentation of classroom 

practices, from pre-kindergarten onward” (p. 4).  It is easy to identify a divide between standardized 

practices in classrooms (similar to those set forth in Calkins’ Units of Study) and the needs of diverse 

students.  This dynamic simply does not support an educator that devotedly follows the suggestions of 

one pre-set curriculum. 

In his most recent publication, Holding on to Good Ideas in a Time of Bad Ones: Six Literacy 

Principles Worth Fighting For, Thomas Newkirk describes the recent change in expectations for 

educators in the classroom.  Newkirk (2009) states, “But there needs to be a careful balance between 

agreed-upon standards – and teacher initiative…Unfortunately, in my experience many of the reforms 
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that have been put in place are so restrictive – even distrustful of teacher creativity – that they strip 

teachers of agency and ownership of their craft” (pp. 6-7).  A school district requiring its teachers to 

follow the Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study is as Newkirk (2009) describes, “A rationalized, consistent, 

centralized, uniform system of instruction is incredibly attractive…Yet standardization only leads to 

sameness, not necessarily quality, and rarely to excellence” (pp. 8-9).  As educators, it is our 

responsibility to blend and balance what we know works with students.  Newkirk (2009) also states his 

belief, “Teaching, as I see it, is an ongoing series of microexperiments that extend and modify the 

repertoire of teachers.  When we stop experimenting, we stop living as teachers” (p. 31).  This 

understanding of teacher agency helps educators feel confident in searching for and experimenting with 

exactly what works with students.  Newkirk (2009) also suggests, “All of this does not mean that 

research and theory can play no role in teaching; only that it should be a dialogic one, not an 

authoritarian one…But I have never had an example of teacher praised for following someone else’s 

script” (pp. 38-42).   

Thomas Newkirk also draws the reader’s attention to the work of James Moffett and his essay, 

“Learning to Write by Writing,” which makes the argument that a focus on curriculum materials 

interrupts instruction in negative ways.  Moffett states that the purchased materials involved with 

curricula get in the way of effective teaching: 

 They take time, money, and energy that should be spent on authentic writing…They get 

between the teacher and the students, making it difficult for the teacher to understand what 

they need…They kill spontaneity and the sense of adventure for both teacher and students.  

They make writing appear strange and technical so that students disassociate it from familiar 

language behavior that should support it.  Their dullness and arbitrariness alienate students 

from writing.  Because they predict and pre-package, they are bound to be inappropriate for 

some school populations, partly irrelevant to individual students, and ill-timed for all (Newkirk, 

2009, pp. 138-139).   

  

Considering these extensive and detailed reasons for purchased curricula, it seems impossible for cash-

strapped school districts to support the purchase and implementation of Calkins’ Units of Study.  

Especially, considering that one teacher’s set costs, on average, over two-hundred dollars.  Nonetheless, 
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school districts must expect an inherent value beyond the exorbitant price per educator.  Perhaps they 

are hoping to bring a similar or standardized education to all of the students in the district?  It seems as 

if a trust in these curricular materials would help to raise test scores and the writing abilities of all of 

their students.  Unfortunately, the idea of purchasing an education is not that simple.  Newkirk (2009) 

summarizes his ideas about scripted and pre-packaged writing curricula: 

No fixed program can pre determine in any detail the learning opportunities in a classroom, for 

teaching writing requires responsiveness, improvisation, opportunism, experimentation, and 

alertness to the currents of interest, the possible contagion of topics, in a class.  All of this does 

not negate planning – as one of my colleagues once advised new teachers, ‘Plan like hell and 

then wing it’ (p. 141).   

 

This line of thinking about improvisation and experimentation in the classroom connects precisely with 

another teacher/researcher, R. Keith Sawyer, and his thoughts on curricula produced for the masses.   

“Creative Teaching:  Collaborative Discussion as Disciplined Improvisation,” by R. Keith Sawyer 

(2004) is an article that views teaching as a creative performance and argues for the idea that teaching 

children should be considered an “improvisational performance” (p. 12).  Sawyer (2004) argues, 

“Scripted teacher-proof curricula do not rely either on teachers’ creative potential or their subject 

matter expertise; the message of these programs seems to be, if you can perform well from a script, you 

can teach.  Yet, critics of such programs note that the best teachers apply immense creativity and 

profound content knowledge to their jobs, both in advance preparation and from moment to moment 

while in the classroom” (p. 12).  An educator who is able to avoid the restrictions and forced structure of 

a pre-planned curriculum and utilize teacher agency is, as Sawyer (2004) describes, teaching creatively, 

“…teachers are knowledgeable and expert professionals, and are granted creativity autonomy in their 

classrooms” (p. 12).  This is not to say that educators are not responsible for knowing their content on a 

deep level, or from planning, but as Sawyer (2004) implies, “Disciplined improvisation acknowledges the 

need for a curriculum – there must be some structure to the classroom performance.  Even flexible, 

creative teachers…have plans and goals for each lesson, and they pose problems and situations for 
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students that are based in a pedagogical framework” (p. 16).  An expert teacher must then balance the 

varying educational opportunities within a modern classroom.  Sawyer (2004) recommends, “The most 

effective teachers are those that can effectively use a wide range of degrees of structure, shifting 

between scripts, scaffolds, and activity formats as the material and the students seem to require” (p. 

17).  As educators, it is clearly our responsibility to observe and learn about the individual needs of our 

classroom and then bring them effective, meaningful, and creative teaching that supports their special 

needs.     

Effective Ways to Teach Narrative  

Ralph Fletcher (1993), as a mentor teacher and writer, expresses a refreshing view of the way 

that he understands the learning process for young writers. He describes his stance in his text What a 

Writer Needs, “Much of their growth will come through independent work: writing a great deal, reading 

widely and deeply, discovering useful writing strategies borrowed from professional writers.  But there 

is no way around it: Our students will also learn to write from us” (p. 1).  His ideas about teaching 

writing are innovative in the way that he provides examples (both professional and student), gives a 

plethora of suggestions, and supports the autonomy of young authors.  Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study 

provide multiple avenues for helping students generate their own narrative writing, but Fletcher (1993) 

extends Calkins’ suggestions by describing the best writing classes:   

…are taught by teachers who work hard at creating an environment where children can put 

themselves on the line when the write.  They do this by reading out loud the books and poems 

that powerfully attract them; students tune in to the emotion in their voices.  They read 

accessible examples of literature dealing with risky issues.  They share some of the resonant 

issues in their own lives.  They write and share their writing—especially the false starts, the 

writing that doesn’t work—with their students (pp. 27-28). 

 

Fletcher’s What a Writer Needs urges educators to share examples of writing with students in an effort 

to make them “mentor texts” that students can work to emulate in their own practice.  Fletcher believes 

strongly in the supportive and inspirational varieties of mentors.  Observing and discussing the work of 

teachers, other students, professional writers, and “picture books can be terrific tools for exploring 
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writing with students of all ages” (Fletcher, 1993, p. 3).  Fletcher’s book has encouraged me to create a 

supportive and open writing environment in my classroom, where students hear from the voices of 

multiple mentors when learning about writing.  

Fletcher (1993) opens one of the chapters of his book with a quote from Robert Duncan, “If I 

write what you know, I bore you; if I write what I know, I bore myself, therefore I write what I don’t 

know” (p. 101).  The idea that writers must explore new ideas on the page, rather than writing from a 

deep understanding of personal experience is one that contradicts Calkins’ notion of writers writing 

about what they already know from their life.  This is not to say that personal narrative writing is not 

about the author’s life.  Rather, a writer must unpack their experiences and ideas to bring greater depth 

to the piece.   

 An article titled, “Teaching Young Students Strategies for Planning and Drafting Stories:  The 

Impact of Self-Regulated Strategy Development,” by Brenda Tracy, Robert Reid and Steve Graham 

(2009), helps support my desire to incorporate and teach specific writing strategies in the classroom.  

The authors state, “One promising approach to enhancing the writing skills of students is to directly 

teach them strategies for carrying out basic writing processes such as planning, drafting, and revising” 

(Tracy, Reid, & Graham, 2009, p. 323).  The Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) model explicitly 

teaches students strategies for accomplishing specific writing tasks, such as writing a personal narrative.  

The authors state, “Students also learn to use one or more self-regulation procedures (e.g., self-

instruction, goal setting, self-monitoring, self-reinforcement) to enhance motivation and regulate their 

use of the target strategies, the writing task, and their behavior during writing” (Tracy et al., 2009, p. 

324).  In their article, Tracy et al. (2009) described the different SRSD instruction techniques that were 

taught to students.  From the instructional model, I chose to use the “POW” mnemonic device with my 

students as a general planning strategy.  POW stands for: “Pick my idea (i.e. decide what to write about), 

Organize my notes (i.e., organize possible writing ideas into a writing plan), and Write and say more (i.e. 
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make changes and increase the amount that is written)” (Tracy et al., 2009, p. 327).  In an effort to help 

my students understand each of the aspects of POW, we discussed the parts and talked about why they 

are individually important to generating writing.  I combined this effort with Calkins’ (2006) suggestions 

about generating narrative writing: “Think of a person, place, or thing that matters to you, then list 

clear, small moments you remember.  Choose one to sketch and then write the accompanying story” 

(Raising the Quality of Narrative Writing, p. 19).  This interesting study supports the idea that genre-

specific strategy instruction for upper elementary students is useful for planning and writing.  Students 

used what they learned from the strategy lessons to apply their knowledge to the task of writing 

narratives.  This study supports my desire to teach students using minilessons that address different 

writing strategies. 

 In Roy Corden’s (2007) article titled, “Developing Reading-Writing Connections:  The Impact of 

Explicit Instruction of Literary Devices on the Quality of Children’s Narrative Writing,” he discovers that 

children’s writing can be improved by educators bringing attention to the literary devices used by 

“mentor authors” (p. 269).  This classroom-based research article provides ideas about how children’s 

picture books can serve as excellent mentor texts for fourth grade students looking to write narratives.  

Corden (2007) also states, “Evidence from the study indicates that a critical evaluation of literature and 

an examination of literary devices can help children become more reflective writers” (p. 285).  Corden’s 

(2007) research found that when teachers supported learners by, “providing models, demonstrating and 

drawing attention to the features of mentor texts, and through focused group discussion, children began 

to develop their own awareness of how texts are constructed” (p. 285).  The students in the research 

group were actually able to develop a “metalanguage” (Corden, 2009, p. 285) and appropriately use it to 

discuss their own writing and the writing of the mentor authors.  Corden’s research also encourages me 

to use mentor texts with students, but in a much more focused way by specifically pointing out and 

discussing the literary devices at work in a piece.      
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Methodology  

          The process of designing and implementing an effective narrative writing unit, that builds upon the 

framework of Lucy Calkins’ first two units of study for grades 3 – 5, also includes featuring the work of 

Ralph Fletcher, Joann Portalupi, and Aimee Buckner, among others.  By researching different lessons and 

methodologies, I learned that it was most important to follow the individual needs of my students and 

to remain flexible throughout the writing process. 

This action research project was implemented at Northwood Elementary in Royal Oak, 

Michigan—a middle-class suburb of Detroit.  Northwood is a mostly Caucasian elementary school that is 

comprised of nearly 500 students.  The fourth grade classroom, where the action research took place, 

contained 27 students and is comprised of:  12 girls and 15 boys; 2 Asian-Americans, 2 African-

Americans, 23 Caucasians; and 2 students with Individualized Education Plans who are also dyslexic.  In 

this instance, the diversity within the classroom matters greatly to the context of the research.  Because 

the learners were not homogenous, they do not deserve to be given writing instruction that uses a “one-

size-fits-all” curriculum.  I believe that the diversity in the classroom changes from year to year, making 

the individual teacher’s role essential to knowing the different learners, their abilities, and ways to reach 

them effectively. 

To this end, I compared student narratives from the beginning of our school year with the 

narratives that my students wrote through this action research.  To measure growth, I specifically looked 

for evidence of student knowledge gained from the minilessons in this narrative writing unit.     

Narrative Writing Instruction in My Classroom:   Informed by the Work of Many 

Utilizing the new group of writing experts as my guides, I planned the narrative writing unit that 

I would implement in my fourth grade classroom.  For this teaching project, I combined the most 

effective and useful lessons from the Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study for Teaching Writing, Grades 3–5 and 

from other leaders in the field of writing, including: Joann Portalupi, Ralph Fletcher, and Aimee Buckner.  
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I considered the unique needs of my current students and crafted a narrative unit that provides room 

for the writers in my classroom to generate ideas, write about the topics of their choosing, revise their 

writing, and polish a piece into final draft form.       

 I wanted to begin this unit by sharing my new found enjoyment of Ralph Fletcher and his love of 

writing with my students.  Luckily, Fletcher has also written a series of short chapter books that provide 

children with a variety of suggestions, mentor texts, and ideas for writing.  I chose to read Live Writing:  

Breathing Life Into Your Words, by Ralph Fletcher (1999) aloud to my students.  Throughout the reading 

of this text, my students and I stopped at different checkpoints to discuss ideas, examples, and “writer’s 

toolbox” (Fletcher, 1999, p. 2) additions that caught our interest.  We also took notes in our Writer’s 

Notebooks and documented especially meaningful reminders from Mr. Fletcher on sticky-notes.  These 

extra special writing strategies were then posted beneath a poster titled “Live Writing” (Appendix A) in 

our classroom.  My young authors frequently visited this wall of knowledge to recall some of the 

excellent tips shared by Ralph Fletcher and to incorporate his ideas into their writing. 

As we considered the new mentor teachers that Fletcher presented in his text, (some were 

elementary students, while others were professional writers) we decided it was time to start writing.  

Students were asked to generate a number of personal narrative drafts using Calkins’ methods of 

thinking about people, places, objects, holidays, etc. that are important to the student (Appendix B).  

These methods of generating narrative writing were discussed, practiced, recorded, and posted on chart 

paper for later reference in the classroom.  Students selected examples of their favorites, listed their 

“small moment” memories, and chose one to sketch in their Writer’s Notebook (Appendix C).  

Throughout this narrative unit, I decided to adhere to Calkins’ Writer’s Workshop general 

process including:  a daily minilesson, individual writing and conferencing time, and an opportunity for 

students to share their work in process.  I often found that there were many “teachable moments” 

throughout the entire writing process, especially during the conferencing and sharing time, as I started 
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to notice themes that everyone could benefit from learning.  While creating a number of narrative 

drafts, we took time to discuss what good narrative looks like.  Our discussions and lists included many 

of Lucy Calkins’ suggestions:  

Qualities of Good Personal Narrative Writing: 

• Write a little seed story; don’t write all about a giant watermelon topic. 

• Zoom in so you tell the most important parts of the story.  

• Include true, exact details from the movie you have in your mind. 

• Begin with a strong lead—maybe use setting, action, dialogue, or a combination to 

create a mood.   

• Make a strong ending—maybe use action, dialogue, images, and whole-story reminders 

to make a lasting impression 

• Relive the episode as your write it (Calkins, 2006, p. 140). 

Our list also included specific strategies about characters from our new writing expert Ralph 

Fletcher: 

• Give physical descriptions of your characters. 

• Get your characters moving. 

• Get your characters talking. 

• Beware “good guys” and “bad guys.” 

• Name your characters. 

• Don’t try to juggle too many characters in one piece of writing (Fletcher, 1999, pp. 17-

26). 

 

Students utilized these lists of what good personal narrative includes frequently and employed this 

terminology when peer conferencing.  Writing time and literature circle blocks were closely related 

during this narrative unit, as I asked students to identify the different things that the authors of their 

novels were doing in their texts.  Our work during literature circles is supported by Corden’s research 

with mentor texts and literary devices.  Pointing out the different writers’ tactics that we were seeing in 

the literature helped some students better understand the way that text is constructed.   

 In an effort to help individualize my instruction, I made time to look through my students 

Writer’s Notebooks and considered some of the areas of greatest need among my fourth graders.  I 

noticed that most students needed to improve the use of sensory details, including dialogue and 

transition words, using paragraphs, and editing.  Based on this class specific research, I was able to teach 

my minilessons on these topic areas to help support the needs of my growing writers.  I utilized Ralph 
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Fletcher and JoAnn Portalupi’s text, Craft Lessons:  Teaching Writing K–8, to find specific minilessons for 

each of the areas of weakness that I identified.  Again, I was able to weave in mentor texts for each of 

the minilessons based on the suggested resource material lists provided in the Fletcher and Portalupi 

text.  The benefit of discovering this rich resource to teach specific minilessons is the ability to tailor my 

teaching each year based on the needs of my students.  

 When it came time to select a narrative piece for further revision and editing, I decided to utilize 

the knowledge of Amiee Buckner and her useful text, Notebook Know-How:  Strategies for the Writer’s 

Notebook to address further many of the individual editing needs of my students.  Her entire chapter 

titled, “Writing Wrongs:  Editing, Spelling, and Punctuation” (Buckner, 2005, pp. 95-105) proved 

incredibly helpful in finding ways to teach students further about paragraphing, commas, and sentence 

fluency.  We also employed Calkins’ editing checklists and peer-editing processes.  Students completed 

“Peer Conferencing Partnerships” activities where they worked with one another to check for revision 

(what did the listener hear-exact words, and what did the listener wonder-what questions remain) and 

editing needs.       

 After studying and working diligently on narratives for over three weeks, it finally came time for 

the students to write final drafts and share their work with a small group of peers.  Students who were 

listening to others filled out “Celebrating Writing” forms that highlighted something that each person 

liked about the author’s writing.  I enjoyed walking around and hearing the special personal narratives 

that each student had worked so hard to compose. It was especially rewarding to see their pride swell as 

they read their tales aloud for their classmates.      

Results 

 The purpose of this action research was to explore more teacher- and student-friendly avenues 

for teaching writing featuring the Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study for Teaching Writing, Grades 3–5.  My goal 

was to locate and experiment with other writing experts’ tools and minilessons.  Although I preserved 
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some of the main features of Calkins’ Writer’s Workshop, I also utilized the work of Fletcher, Portalupi, 

Buckner, among other researchers to inform my teaching.  I compared student work from earlier in the 

school year, to the students’ final drafts at the end of my narrative unit.  Looking at three different 

students’ writing, it is apparent that my students benefited from the individualization of choosing 

minilessons that were appropriate for their unique needs as writers.  In Nathan’s narrative titled, 

“Beanie Baby Fights” (Appendix D) it is clear that he started to experiment successfully with dialogue 

and transition words.  Alyssa’s narrative piece (Appendix E) on obtaining her ninth pet, a baby skunk, 

shows great evidence of organization, paragraphing, and a strong introduction.  Mason’s descriptive 

narrative (Appendix F) about a visit to the Great Wolf Lodge expands fully on an interesting seed-

moment that includes tension, great dialogue, and a humorous ending.  All three of these diverse 

students were able to utilize a number of the minilessons, conferences, and peer-conferences to form 

interesting narratives.         

Conclusion 

 Upon completing my research and teaching of the narrative genre, it became increasingly 

evident that Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study are helpful in creating an effective Writer’s Workshop for the 

classroom.  However, it is of equal importance to remember that her work is not designed to be used as 

a true script.  After observing the needs of my unique group of students, it also became obvious that 

following Calkins’ lesson-by-lesson suggestions would not yield the results I was envisioning for my 

students.  Ultimately, I decided to consult a variety of other writing experts and located some useful and 

effective minilessons for the precise needs of my students.  This hybrid approach to using the Calkins’ 

Units of Study has proved incredibly flexible and adaptable for future use with new groups of fourth 

graders.  It is important for teachers to employ “creative…and improvisational performances” (Sawyer, 

2004, p. 12) when faced with a pre-packaged curriculum.  I am hopeful that my action research will help 

inform the practice of my colleagues, as they work to meet the needs of individual students.  As 
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teachers, it is our responsibility to challenge our students and support them by any means necessary to 

help instill the values and skills necessary to become successful writers.     
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Appendix B: 

Strategies for Generating Personal Narrative Writing Posters 
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Appendix C: 

Generating Ideas for Narrative Writing Lists & Sketches 
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Appendix D: 

Narrative Writing by Nathan 
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Appendix E:  
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Appendix F: 

Narrative Writing by Mason 
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