South Carolina PASS Preparation: A Balanced Literacy Approach


Testing as a Genre: A 20-Day Unit of Study in Test Preparation

DAYS 1-3: Whole Class Guided Writing 

(Children will complete writing essays to 3 prompts across these three days)
Over the first few days of the new unit, it is helpful to do GUIDED WRITING with the students. Take students step-by-step through the reading of the question, planning of the essay, and writing of the essay. When you do this, be sure that your model is not the same prompt as the prompt that the students are practicing. It is important to move through a guided writing lesson at a fast clip so that the children do not become bored or disengaged. ALL of the following steps should take place in one 60-minute lesson, no more. Keep your talking short and succinct so that the children have more time to practice. By the end of these three days, children should have practiced responding to three prompts.

STEP 1: Re-wording the question / Crafting a thesis statement

Children need to learn how to take the question, underline key words, and rephrase it as a statement. This statement is called a “thesis.” You can model reading the question and crafting a thesis statement on your model, then they will try it on theirs.
STEP 2: Understanding categories

After children have an answer to the question, the next step is to have them think about their body paragraphs. One strategy for this is to think about the parts of or kinds of or reasons for their topic. Children can record these categories on a graphic organizer:


    

You should model creating the categories for your model, and then the children will do the same step for theirs.
STEP 3: Adding details and examples

Children then need to plan out how they will elaborate on their categories. Strategies for doing this include thinking of examples, evidence, or stories. Children can record these on a graphic organizer. Two to three examples, pieces of evidence, or stories is plenty for each paragraph.




You should model coming up with details and examples for your model, and the the children will do the examples and evidence from theirs.
STEP 4: Writing the introduction paragraph

Teach children a “formula” for writing the introduction paragraph. A “bare bones” intro should have at least the thesis statement, and three reasons.

To make it a little fancier, you could include starter sentences like “Some people think __________, but I think ________,” or, “In life…”

You should write the introduction to your prompt/model, and then they will write theirs.
STEP 5: Writing the body

Each “branch” becomes its own body paragraph. Teach the children to write the category as a paragraph’s topic sentence, and one additional sentence for each detail or example.

You should write a body paragraph for your prompt, then the children write for theirs. Then you write your second body paragraph, then they write theirs. Then you write your third body paragraph, then they write theirs.
STEP 6: Writing the conclusion

Re-state your main point, and add a personal connection.

You write your conclusion using your model prompt, then they write theirs.

Chart:

	Steps to Writing a PASS Essay:

1. Read the question carefully and underline key words.

2. Write your thesis

3. Make a plan for your essay: thesis, reasons, and examples/stories

4. Write an introduction: Some people think…But I think…+ reasons

5. Write body paragraphs: Reason 1 + examples

                                          Reason 2 + examples

                                          Reason 3 + examples

6. Write a conclusion: “In conclusion…” + reasons

7. Re-read and edit checking spelling, punctuation, grammar


DAYS 4-9: Minilessons to Teach the Steps of the Process 

(Children complete 1 essay by the end of these 5 days)

Over the next five days, you will be running a Writer’s Workshop, following a workshop structure. Below are the minilesson suggestions for each day. Each minilesson, as in a Writer’s Workshop, should take 7-10 minutes. As in WW lessons and Guided Writing lessons, the question you use to model must be different than the prompt the children are responding to.

After each lesson, the children will go back to their seats and practice what you’ve taught. During that time, you will pull small groups for extra support and/or will confer with individual writers. The workshop will end with bringing the children back together for an end-of-workshop teaching share.

It is highly recommended that you refer to the chart you created during the Guided Writing lessons showing the steps of the process to write a PASS essay. This chart should be displayed clearly in the classroom so that children can refer to across the rest of the month. In addition to that chart showing the process, at least one model essay should be hung as an example. You may want to highlight, flag, or point arrows to parts, labeling for children the parts of the essay. 
Minilesson 1: Writers need to read and re-read a PASS prompt carefully before they craft a thesis. When you read, you will be thinking, “What are the key words that I will need to repeat in my thesis? What is this question asking me to do?” As you read, you will underline important words or phrases, and then once you understand what is being asked, you will write your thesis in a clear sentence.

Minilesson 2: Writers need to make a plan for their essay before they can write. When you make a plan, you will write your thesis on the “chicken body”, the reasons on the “chicken legs” and examples or one time stories on the “chicken toes”.

Minilesson 3: Writers carefully craft an introduction so that it hooks your reader. One way to do this is to lead in with an opposite example, and then state your thesis and reasons. You might start with “Some people think, but I think…” or, with “I used to think, but now I realize…” Use your plan to make sure you’ve got your thesis and each reason in your introduction.

Minilesson 4: Writers carefully craft each body paragraph by stating a reason and the following examples. It’s important to lead from one example to the next with transition words like “one time” or “another time” or “for example” or “another example.”

Minilesson 5: Writers carefully craft a conclusion by re-stating a thesis statement and reasons, and then adding a personal connection or commentary.

Minilesson 6: When a writer is finished drafting an essay, there is still work to be done! Writers need to re-read their writing looking for errors in spelling, punctuation, capitalization, or grammar. Read carefully, line by line, being super-vigilant. Catch every mistake you can so that your reader will be able to understand what you are trying to say.

DAY 10: On-demand assessment

(Children will answer one PASS prompt in one sitting)

Since we’ve given children significant scaffolding up until this point, it is important to get a baseline assessment of what they are able to do independently. What, from the guided writing and Writing Workshop lessons, have they internalized? What can they do independently without instruction and modeling?

Gather the children together and remind them that they’ve been working hard over the past 9 days to learn the steps to write a PASS Essay. Now, it is time for you to see what they know and can remember. They are allowed to use the charts in the room, but you will not be helping them at all—no small groups, no conferences, no questions.

Give each child a sheet with a question, blank paper to make a plan, and lined paper on which to write. Send them off and don’t interfere with their work.

Take their work home tonight and assess it. This is a very important crossroads in your unit. You need to look to see, specifically, what is the work they need to keep doing. DO NOT just say, “He needs work in voice”, but instead say, “He needs to work on using more vivid language”. In other words, you are looking for the specific bullet points from the rubric, not the category. You may want to use the left-hand column’s categories on the next page. These categories come directly from the rubric, and from looking at student work samples in Greenwood in March of 2009.

	If a student is…
	Then, we could teach…

	Struggling with answering the question in a complete, clear sentence that is a claim
	· Finding key words in the question and turning it into an opinion. It would be helpful to give practice answering many questions, without writing the whole essay

· Referring the student(s) back to their work in the personal essay unit where they had to craft a thesis statement

	Writing sparse or confusing details
	· On the plan, go back to the “leg” (category), re-reread the category, say to yourself, “for example” or “one time” and then finish the sentence with an example or story

· Re-reading your examples/stories. If there is one that doesn’t fit or is weak, get rid of it. It’s better to have fewer details that support your idea than have one that distracts from your idea

	Writing a conclusion that is weak
	· Trying to strive for two sentences :

1. one sentence that starts with “I used to think…but now I realize” or “some people might think, but I think…” Or

2. a sentence that restates the thesis, and another sentence that says “Since this is true…then I think everyone should…”

3. Restate thesis and re-state the categories/legs

4. Restate thesis and write a personal connection and a strong feeling

	Shifts focus within the body of the essay
	· Repeating the thesis statement on the plan then write, “because” then write a reason

· Re-reading the essay once it’s finished, checking to see that each paragraph talks about what they promised they would talk about (thesis)

	Not using transitional words or phrases
	· Using a small bank of transitional words that can be used for every essay: “For example”, “One time” “Another example” “Another time” “First of all” “Second of all” “Third of all” “In conclusion”

	Struggling with spelling conventionally
	· Re-reading their piece, identify misspelled words, and use a “have a go” sheet

· Re-reading their piece, identify misspelled words, and consult a dictionary

· Checking to see if there’s a “commonly misspelled word” section in the dictionary they’re using to help with identifying words they don’t know they misspelled

	Struggling with complete sentence or grammatically correct sentence
	· Re-reading, making sure you have a “who or what” doing something in every sentence

· Re-reading and see if there are places where two simple sentences (with subj, predi) can be combined with a conjunction and/or a comma. (4th or 5th grade only)


	Using repetitive or bland vocabulary
	· Re-reading looking for repetitive words. Use a thesaurus to substitute repeated words for unique words

· Re-reading looking for repetitive words. Think, “How else can I say this?” and use that to replace bland vocabulary.

	Not using an appropriate tone
	· Keeping in mind a person you have respect for who is an adult that you’re trying to convince of your perspective. Write respectfully

· Capping off each body paragraph with a “thought cloud” = commentary/inner thinking/reactions.


DAYS 11-15: Assessment-Based Teaching In a Workshop Format

(Children will complete 3-5 essays over the next 5 days)

Over the next five days, minilessons, small groups, and conferring is strategic and assessment-based. You will decide on what minilessons to teach based on taking your children’s ON DEMAND home, studying it carefully, and making decisions.

Whatever you find that a majority of your class needs will become your minilessons.

Whatever you find that a small group of your class needs will become your small group strategy lessons.

Whatever you find that individual children need will be your conferences.

**An important note: It is essential to notice where your child is scoring on the rubric (level 1, 2, 3, or 4?) and to make decisions to teach to the next level, not several levels ahead. For example, if you have a student who is scoring a level 1 in voice, do not model and expect the child to be able to accomplish a level 3. Instead, teach first to the level 2, and then in subsequent lessons, teach to the level 3. Teaching too far away from what the student can currently demonstrate is teaching outside of the child’s zone of proximal development.

DAYS 16-20: Testing Simulation and Test Condition Pratice

(Children will complete 5 essays over the next 5 days)
Over the next five days, you will simulate testing conditions in your classroom:

· Take down charts

· Give children the materials they are allowed, remove materials that are not permitted

· Do not provide help, explanations, or advice while they take the test

· Read directions as you will on the actual day of the test

· Give prompts that are like the prompts on the PASS

· Use the same paper they will receive on the day of the test

DAY 21: Test Day

Day 22: Celebration
Definitions of Balanced Literacy Components 

Recommended for Test Preparation:

Writer’s Workshop: (45-60 minutes)

A writer’s workshop is based on the premise that children learn best when they have ample time to practice, with guidance and explicit instruction from a teacher. In a true Writer’s Workshop, children have choice of topic even when genre is assigned, but when preparing for standardized tests, prompts are given.

Minilesson: A brief direct teaching at the beginning of each workshop. The minilesson teaches a strategy through quick explicit demonstration. The children next have a very brief opportunity to try the strategy before being sent back to their independent work.

Conferring: Brief 1-to-1 conversations between a teacher and a student. During these conversations, the teacher will teach a strategy to help the writer, not “correct” the writing.

Strategy Lessons: A strategy lesson is just like a conference, except that the teacher works with a small group instead of one child. All the children who are pulled for the group need the same strategy to improve their writing.

Shared Writing: (15-20 minutes)

The teacher and students compose a text together. The teacher holds the pen the whole time, while the children give suggestions for what will be in the composition. The teacher actively involves all students by having them turn and talk to a partner throughout the lesson to give suggestions.

Guided Writing: (20-45 minutes)

In guided writing, you can take children in a whole class or in small ability-based groups through the process of writing a piece from start to finish either in one sitting or across a few sessions. The teacher models the first “step” then the children repeat that step on their own piece, the teacher then models the next step and then children repeat. The teacher uses a different topic than the students. One drawback to this method is that students need to keep pace with each other, which is why it is better done in small groups.

Shared Reading: (15-20 minutes)

All students’ eyes are on the same physical text, usually enlarged on a chart or overhead. Children read and discuss the text with the teacher. This is recommended to immerse children in a new genre. 

Sample Questions for the SC PACT:

Please note that these are not questions that have been released as possibilities, but rather questions that will lead children to write the type of response that has been historically asked of children on this exam.

· Should children be allowed to bring cell phones to school? Why or why not?

· If you could have dinner with anyone, living or dead, who would it be and why?

· What would you like to change about your school? Why would you change those things? In your composition, give details to support your answer.

· What would you like to change about your community? Give details to support your answer.

· If you could live anywhere in the United States, where would it be and why?

· Who do you most admire and why?

· What do you most admire about your grandmother? Why do you admire that about her?

· Do you think people should come to South Carolina on vacation? Write a composition to tell people why they should or should not come to South Carolina on vacation. Tell them what you like to do there, and why it is a good place to visit.

Sample essay: What is your favorite city and why?


Some people think that New York is a filthy, crime-filled place. But New York City is my favorite city. I love New York because of the diversity of people, because it has the best restaurants in the world, and because you can get anything you want at any hour.


New York City is so diverse because of its people. If you were to sit on a subway train for 5 minutes, you would hear all sorts of languages. It’s not unusual to hear Chinese, English, Russian, and Spanish on most rides. I could sit in a café and people-watch for hours. Sometimes I don’t believe what I see. People with purple hair or people in business suits are equally as likely to walk in front of you.


New York City has the best restaurants in the world. I’ve traveled to other cities but some of my favorite restaurants are in NY. I love Gennaro’s for its delicious steaming pasta dishes. I love Thai Market for its spicy curry sauces. But I think my favorite is John’s brick oven pizza. There’s nothing like a New York City brick oven pizza!


New York City is nicknamed “the city that never sleeps” perhaps because you can get anything you want at any hour. You can order any kind of food and people will bring it right to your door. If you need to go somewhere, all you have to do is step outside your front door and lift your arm and a taxi will stop to take you wherever you want to go.


Sometimes people ask me if I ever get tired of New York. “It’s so busy” they say, or, “It’s so crowded.” It’s true. There is a lot about New York that can be frustrating. But still, it’s my favorite city. You can’t beat the fact that you get to be surrounded by diverse people, you can eat any food you crave, and that you can get anything your heart desires at any hour. I LOVE NEW YORK!
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