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This presentation will cover …

• How writing instruction can boost reading comprehension, 
analytical abilities, and learning in general

• Why previous approaches to writing instruction have fallen 
short

• Why it’s important for students to write about the content of 
the core curriculum

• Why it’s crucial to modulate the cognitive load writing imposes

• How you can embed manageable, explicit writing instruction in 
whatever content you’re teaching



Is Human Writing Now Obsolete?



Writing is hard.



But it’s not just a skill that can be 
subcontracted out to a device.



Writing isn’t just putting down what you already know.

Writing—if taught well—is also a way of learning.



o One group practiced math problems with 
ChatGPT; another didn’t .

o ChatGPT group solved 48% of practice 
problems correctly but scored 17% worse 
on test of the same math topic.

o Hypothesis: students used AI as a crutch 
and weren’t building the skills that come 
from solving problems.

o Chat GPT students were overconfident in 
their abilities.

What can happen if we use ChatGPT 
as a substitute for learning



Writing can benefit students in at least 3 ways. 



Potential Benefit #1:
Enabling Retention of Information/Enhancing Learning

“As predicted, writing about content 
reliably enhanced learning (effect size = 
0.30).”

Analyzed 56 experimental studies—with K-12 students

The“Free Recall” experiment—
with college students



4-5 items

Working Memory Long-Term Memory

~ 20 seconds

Potentially
infinite

Transfer

Retrieval

Information

Writing about curriculum content can prevent 
and/or compensate for gaps in knowledge.

Writing can make knowledge “stickier.”



Benefit #2: Familiarizing students with 
complex syntax

From Stellaluna:

One night, as Mother Bat followed the heavy scent 
of ripe fruit, an owl spied her. On silent wings the 
powerful bird swooped down upon the bats. 
Dodging and shrieking, Mother Bat tried to escape, 
but the owl struck again and again, knocking 
Stellaluna into the air. Her baby wings were as limp 
and useless as wet paper.

From the Declaration of Independence:

When in the course of human events, it becomes 
necessary for one people to dissolve the political 
bonds which have connected them with another, and 
to assume among the powers of the earth, the 
separate and equal station to which the Laws of 
Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent 
respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they 
should declare the causes which impel them to the 
separation.



Complex syntax can prevent comprehension.

“Rachel Carson, a scientist, writer, and ecologist, grew up in the 
rural river town of Springdale, Pennsylvania.” 

Researcher: “What do you know about Rachel Carson now?”

Student: “They grew up together in the same place.”

   Source: Scott and Balthazar, Perspect Lang Lit. 2013 Summer; 39(3): 18–30.



Even college students struggle to 
understand complex syntax.

Amanda Claybaugh, Harvard English professor:
“The last time I taught ‘The Scarlet Letter,’ I 
discovered that my students were really struggling to 
understand the sentences as sentences—like, having 
trouble identifying the subject and the verb.”

N. Heller, The End of the English Major, The New 
Yorker, 2.27.23



Benefit #3: Building analytical abilities

When we write we are:

• Finding the main idea and supporting 
details

• Making inferences

• Comparing and contrasting

• Connecting claims to evidence

• Etc.



BUT: most students 
aren’t getting these 
benefits—and they’re 
not learning to write 
well either.



2011 NAEP Writing Results
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27% of all students tested: Proficient+

~73% of all students: Basic and ↓ Basic



The Traditional 
Approach:
Grammar 
Rules, Sentence 
Diagramming



The Newer 
Approach:
Writer’s 
Workshop
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Writing standards 
have gotten more 
rigorous.

But how can 
teachers enable 
students to meet 
the standards?



What the standard approaches overlook, #1:
Writing should be tied to the knowledge we want to build.



If students are learning about the Civil War, they should be 
writing about the Civil War. 



What the standard approaches overlook, #2:
Writing is the hardest thing we ask students to do.

Inexperienced writers may be 
juggling:

• Letter formation

• Spelling

• Word choice

• Organization

• Content

• The peculiar syntax & vocabulary 
of written language

• All of this creates “cognitive 
load”—and stress

“Cognitive load” = the burden 
placed on working memory

4-5 items

Working Memory

~ 20 seconds



Open-ended or 
complex writing 
prompts can be 
overwhelming for 
inexperienced 
writers—at any grade 
level.



The “free recall” experiment at the 
elementary level

College students:

Could recall 81% of the concepts they’d read 
about.

4th graders:

Could recall only 9% of the concepts they’d 
read about.

Why the difference?
4th-graders needed to devote more working memory capacity to WRITING. 

With more guidance—or less writing—children’s recall improved.



“As predicted, writing about content 
reliably enhanced learning (effect size = 
0.30).”

At the same time, 18% of the 
studies found a NEGATIVE 
effect.

Analyzed 56 experimental studies—with K-12 students



Writing imposes so heavy a cognitive load 
that many students will need more than:

• Mentor texts
• “Knowing that” vs “knowing how”

• Connecting writing to the content 
they’re learning about



1. Embed writing activities in 
the content of the core 
curriculum.

2. Teach grammar & 
conventions in the context 
of students’ own writing.

3. Modulate cognitive load.

How can we ensure kids 
learn to write—and use 
writing to build 
knowledge?



Listening

One way to modulate cognitive load:
Have students write about content they’ve learned about.

Speaking WritingReading



• Give students practice with 
manageable chunks of a process.

• Provide prompt, targeted feedback.
• When students have grasped one 

chunk, move on to one that’s harder.
• With basic skills in long-term 

memory, students have more 
capacity for higher-order thinking.

With writing, what chunk should we 
begin with?

Another way to modulate cognitive load:
“deliberate practice”



Sentences. Here’s why:

•Sentences free up space in working 
memory for “desirable difficulties.”

•Sentences are the building blocks of all 
writing.

•Sentences make it easier to teach 
grammar and conventions.

•Sentence activities can identify specific 
gaps in knowledge or comprehension.

•Sentence activities can familiarize 
students with complex syntax.



Sentence Combining can help with complex syntax.

Give students several simple sentences. E.g.:

• Rachel Carson was a scientist.

• Rachel Carson was a writer.

• Rachel Carson was an ecologist.

• Rachel Carson grew up in Springdale, Pennsylvania.

     Have students convert the simple sentences into one complex sentence:

Rachel Carson, a scientist, writer, and ecologist, grew up in Springdale, 
Pennsylvania.



Even better: Familiarize students with 
complex syntax AND reinforce knowledge.

• Teach students what an appositive is (a phrase describing a noun), 
using familiar content.

• After students have learned about Rachel Carson, give them this 
sentence to complete:

Rachel Carson, ____________________________, grew up in 
Springdale, Pennsylvania.



Sentence-level skills that can be stored in 
long-term memory through practice:

•The concept of a sentence (fragments, 
run-ons)

•Different sentence types (statement, 
question, etc.)

•Conjunctions (because, but, so)

•Sentence complexity (subordinating 
conjunctions, appositives)



What makes a sentence a sentence?

• ~ 2000 students in England in ~4th grade
• Question #5: 91% got the right answer
• Question #6: Only 13% got the right answer
• Students were focusing on surface features—like length

Source:  https://substack.nomoremarking.com/p/using-innovative-assessments-to-improve

https://substack.nomoremarking.com/p/using-innovative-assessments-to-improve


Many sentence activities can build skills AND knowledge.

1. ___ welcomes newcomers from faraway countries

___________________________________________

2. ___ the “mother of exiles”

___________________________________________

3. ___ the “mighty woman” stands in the new york harbor

_______________________________________________ 

S

F

F

The Statue of Liberty welcomes newcomers from faraway countries.

The “mother of exiles,” a famous monument, holds a torch with a 
welcoming glow.

The “mighty woman” stands in the New York Harbor.

Copyright © 2021 The Writing Revolution. All rights reserved.



The Indus River was helpful to the people of Mohenjo-
daro because _____________________________.

The Indus River was helpful to the people of Mohenjo-
daro, but ______________________________.

The Indus River was helpful to the people of Mohenjo-
daro, so  _____________________________ .

Conjunctions: Because, But, and So



The Indus River was helpful to the people of Mohenjo-
daro because it gave them water to grow crops.

The Indus River was helpful to the people of Mohenjo-
daro, but it often flooded their houses.

The Indus River was helpful to the people of Mohenjo-
daro, so they had a special ceremony to pray to it.

Possible Responses



but

Although

However

On the other hand

While

Even though

change of direction
so

Therefore

As a result

Consequently

Thus

cause → effect

Since

© 2024 The Writing Revolution



Writing can build knowledge across the 
curriculum—e.g., in math

Although fractions are like 
decimals, they are written 
differently.

Copyright © 2017 The Writing Revolution.  All rights reserved.
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They make good barriers.

What:  …........................................................

Where: …......................................................

Why:   …........................................................

Expanded sentence:

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

lipids

around cells

non-polar

Lipids make good barriers around cells because they 

are non-polar.

Sentence Expansion in Science
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Appositives in Social Studies



Sentence activities can also be done 
orally as a whole-class activity.

You can’t see sound waves because 
they are invisible.

You can’t see sound waves, but you 
can hear them .



Copyright © 2017 The 
Writing Revolution.  All 
rights Reserved.
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Sentences

Revising
Outlines

Paragraphs

Compositions

Sentences

This method goes beyond sentences

Copyright © 2017 The Writing Revolution.  All rights reserved.

But sentence-level work 
lays the foundation for 
independent writing at 
length.

A linear outline 
modulates 
cognitive load.

Creating an 
outline is itself 
a knowledge-
building 
activity.



Jackie Robinson, the first Black professional 
baseball player, was a trailblazer. In 1947, 
he broke the baseball “color line” by joining 
the Brooklyn Dodgers. His talent and 
perseverance resulted in admiration from 
fans. Since Robinson achieved great 
success, he won many awards. For 
example, he was selected as MVP and 
inducted into the Hall of Fame. In addition, 
he modeled nonviolent tactics, which 
inspired integration in other professional 
sports. Jackie Robinson will always be 
remembered for his talent and courage. 

Single Paragraph Outline             Paragraph 

Jackie Robinson, the first Black professional 
baseball player, was a trailblazer.

1947/broke “color line”/ BK Dodgers

talent + perseverance→ admiration

success→ awards / ex. MVP + Hall of 
Fame 

modeled nonviolent tactics→ integration

Jackie Robinson will always be 
remembered for his talent and courage. 



Two approaches to teaching summarizing

WRITER’S WORKSHOP/UNITS OF STUDY

o Skills in the foreground

o Brief explanation and modeling of 
skill

o Independent practice of skills with 
limited guidance

THE WRITING REVOLUTION

o Content in the foreground

o Process broken into chunks

o Repeated modeling and group 
practice of each chunk

o Independent practice when students 
are ready



A lesson in “Summarizing Narrative Nonfiction”
(from Units of Study for Teaching Reading, 3rd grade)

 Identifying through-line(s) in biographies

“Today I want to teach you that when readers read a 
true story about a person, they usually know from the 
start why the person is famous. They know the end of 
the story. This clues readers into the details that will 
turn out to be important.”

LeBron James
Step 1: Naming the skill(?)



Step 2: Demonstrating the skill(?)

“Teach students that readers … can 
also think about how particular parts 
of the text fit into the overarching 
storyline.”

Ezra Jack Keats



Teacher: “In a good summary, it’s 
important to include the important 
details only, to leave out the 
unimportant.”

Step 3: Guiding students to practice the skill(?)



Exemplar student response:

Step 4: Students analyze and revise their written summaries in small groups.

They “identify one person’s work that is especially strong and talk about why it is strong.”



The Writing 
Revolution:
Common content 
in the foreground

https://www.ejkf.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Ezra-Jack-Keats-Bio-for-Kids.pdf



1. ___ when he was three years old

__________________________________________

2. ___ a school for blind students

___________________________________________

3. ___ the books were heavy and hard to read

 _______________________________________________ 

Ensure students understand what a 
sentence is.

F

F

Louis Braille went blind when he was three years old. 

S

Louis’s parents sent him to a school for blind students.

The books were heavy and hard to read.



Continue explicit instruction and guided 
practice with:

o Sentence expansion
o Sentence types
o Simple conjunctions (because, but, so)
o Subordinating conjunctions (Although, Since, If, etc.)
o Transitions 
o Appositives
o Sentence-combining



Then: the Summary Sentence
Who/What: 

(did/will do) What:

When:

Why:  

How:  

Summary Sentence:

Louis Braille

invented a new way for blind people to read 

15 years old

existing method did not work well

ingeniously

When he was 15 years old, Louis Braille ingeniously invented a new way for blind people to 
read  because the existing method did not work well.



Eventually: The Single-Paragraph Outline 

T.S. __________________________________________________

       __________________________________________________

 

1. .............................................................................................

2. .............................................................................................

3. .............................................................................................

4. .............................................................................................

C.S. __________________________________________________

       __________________________________________________

key words & phrases, 
abbreviations & 

symbols

complete sentence

When he was 15 years old, Louis Braille ingeniously invented a new way for 
blind people to read  because the existing method did not work well.



Distinguish a topic sentence from details

Rural communities have lots of open land with few 
buildings and people. 

An urban community is in a crowded city with tall 
buildings and many businesses.

There are different kinds of communities in our state.

In a suburban community, there are many houses and 
apartments.

T.S.

  

  

  

  



Given a topic sentence, generate details:

T.S. __________________________________________________

       __________________________________________________

1. .............................................................................................

2. .............................................................................................

3. .............................................................................................

4. .............................................................................................

C.S. _________________________________________________

       __________________________________________________

       

Spiders are interesting creatures. 

hatch from eggs in sac

weave webs or hide to hunt insects

some insects, frogs, birds

few poisonous, most don’t hurt people

Copyright © 2018 The Writing Revolution.  All rights reserved.



Points to bear in 
mind …

•Model a new strategy for students orally, using familiar 
content.

• Guide students to practice the strategy orally and 
collectively before having them do it independently.

• Embed writing activities in content you’re teaching.

•When planning activities, write out anticipated student 
responses.

• Make sure students have the content knowledge they 
need.

• Differentiate activities for different ability levels but 
use the same content.

• Return to strategies that have already been covered.

• Consider taking an online course offered by The 
Writing Revolution organization.



Also: weave writing activities into 
content-area instruction.

This isn’t just a way 
of teaching writing.

It’s a way of teaching.



T: So, keeping that idea 

about how Wilbur is 

different from those other 

animals, I want to take you 

into this next activity.

Let’s just review, we have our 

three favorite conjunctions 

that we’ve practiced all year 

long. …

Charlotte’s Web, 3rd Grade
Monroe, Louisiana

Cassidy Burns



Because, 
But, and So



T:  Is that a change of direction? 
So, we want something opposite 
… Those ideas are almost the 
same.



• The completed sentence stems 
become a basis for further 
discussion.

• T briefly points out errors in 
spelling and punctuation and 
has students correct them.

Class dialogue based on writing activity



“Revolutionizing” Existing Materials

Directions: Using key words and phrases, write details for the given topic sentence.  

T.S. Rainforest animals and plants are highly dependent on each other. 

ants    1. ……………………………………………………

Orchid bees  2….…………………………………………………

Capuchin monkeys 3……………………………………………………

tree frogs  4……………………………………………………

Original activity: Revolutionized activity:



Caveat: This method only works if the 
curriculum is focused on CONTENT—not 

comprehension skills.



Writing instruction can have dramatic effects—even 
at the high school level.



Danny’s Writing: Before The Writing Revolution

Copyright © 2017 The Writing Revolution.  All rights reserved.



Danny’s SPO in March

© 2024 The Writing Revolution
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Danny’s Paragraph

9th Grade

subordinating 
conjunction

emphasis 
transition

appositive

concluding 
sentence

appositive

concluding 
transition

change of 
direction 
transition

topic sentence



Danny’s Outline and Argumentative Essay

Copyright © 2017 The Writing Revolution.  All rights reserved.



Thank you!

WWW.NATALIEWEXLER.COM

TWIT TER:  @NATWEXLER

FREE NEWSLETTER:  MINDING THE GAP,  
HT TPS://NATALIEWEXLER.SUBSTACK.COM/

KNOWLEDGE MAT TERS PODCAST:  
HT TPS://KNOWLEDGEMATTERSCAMPAIGN.
ORG/PODCAST/  

http://www.nataliewexler.com/
https://nataliewexler.substack.com/
https://knowledgematterscampaign.org/podcast/
https://knowledgematterscampaign.org/podcast/
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