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Special Education 
Writing 

Overview 

The Common Core has laid out three main types of writing:  narrative, opinion/
argumentative, and informational.  Writing needs to build upon the previous year’s 
instruction if we are to rise to the high level of demand.  The Gradual Release of 
Responsibility Model will be vital to the success of students.  Students can no longer 
have a different daily-lesson thrown at them and be expected to understand, own, 
and apply it to their own writing.  The number of focus lessons on particular skills or 
strategies is dependent upon the complexity of what is being presented.     

The Standards require that we ratchet up our teaching and maintain a rigorous writing 
program that is aligned from grade level to grade level.  Teaching writing can be a 
challenging task.  Oral language is the key for all students.  If it is not in a child’s oral 
language, it will never be in their written language.  Because of these needs, this 
program has a weekly focus instead of different focuses each day.   

This enables: 
 

• students to have enough demonstrations to yield 
an understanding of the process 

• the teacher to clearly demonstrate principles of 
writing on a daily basis 

• intentional integration of grammar 
• the development of oral language that is 

paramount to successful writing 
• a focus on parts of the writing process that the 

teacher determines are weak for students during 
one-to-one conference time 
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The Foundation of the Program 
Gradual Release of Responsibility 

The foundation of all focus lessons, small group lessons, and one-to-one conferences 
is based upon the Gradual Release of Responsibility Model (Pearson & Gallagher, 
1993).   In this writing program, the same skill or strategy is often taught in continuous 
focus lessons over one, two, or three days, depending upon the complexity level.  
Daily, repetitive, intentional focus lessons will accelerate writing development during 
the school year. Materials are included to give adequate demonstration and practice 
for teachers and students.   

• As instruction begins, the teacher thinks aloud the thinking process and creates 
an anchor chart to guide further release.  Students partner up throughout the 
demonstration as the teacher listens in on the private responses of partners.   

• Think together occurs as students begin to offer their thinking after the  
 pair/share is finished.   
• Guided practice is used as teachers turn the process over to pairs.  The teacher 

listens in, recording the names of students who will need small group 
instruction.   

• An assessment is given before students are released and required to use the 
skill or strategy in their own writing.  Assessment helps the teacher group 
students for future instruction. 

Page  of 3 8 © 2020 Steve W. Dunn

Teacher 
Responsibility

Student 
Responsibility

Think Aloud

Think Together

Guided Practice

Independent Practice

Assessment/Expectancy in Writing



Special Education www.stevewdunn.com

What the Guide Includes 
Special Education 

Each guide includes:  

• Foundations of balanced writing instruction 

• Units of writing genre that can be ordered according to the curriculum  

 • Introduction to each strategy  

• Sample reading text to introduce different reading/writing genre  

• Additional explanations to deepen teacher understanding 

 • Six levels of instruction/development for each genre/skill 
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Meaning Syntax

Visual

Balanced Writing Instruction 

In many schools throughout the country, numerous students come to the 
classroom with limited literacy, language, and academic experiences.  Due to 
this, writing instruction needs to focus on building the meaning, syntax, and 
visual cues.  First, students need to write about what they know – their own lives 
and what they do – to even the playing field while they are learning the concepts 
of print.  Second, Total Physical Response (Asher, 1977) - visual, kinesthetic, and 
auditory - is incorporated throughout focus lessons to help build the cueing 
systems and language. 

Visual – drawing what we want to write about
Kinesthetic – Acting out the parts of sentence
Auditory – numerous repetitions of the writing plan

Finally, direct grammar instruction (Van Patten, 1996) is given through focus 
lessons to help improve sentence fluency, complexity, and length.  All students, 
regardless of their native language background, benefit from these important 
skills that are directly applied into student writing.  

Balanced Writing Instruction
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Informational/Explanatory writing has different genres being taught at 
different levels.


	 Emergent


	 Nonfiction research is the main focus at this level


	 Transitional Fluent 

	 Compare/Contrast	 	 	 	 Compare/Contrast

	 Summary	 	 	 	 	 	 Summary

	 Nonfiction Research	 	 	 	 Synthesis


	 

	 

	 

	

Informational/Explanatory Writing

Overview

Based on 
Purpose

Summarize

Report

Analyze
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Upper Emergent Opinion Writing

Procedure

1.	 Listen to story


2.	 Think about your favorite 3 ideas in the story.  What did you like about it?

	 	 -	 pictures

	 	 -	 photo

	 	 -	 character

	 	 -	 humor

	 	 -	 behavior of a character

	 	 -	 surprise ending

	 	 -	 facts learned

	 	 -	 things you didn’t know

	 	 

3.	 Share with your friend your ideas and WHY!


4.	 Fill out the heading on your paper and draw what you liked before you write 

	 your sentences.


5.	 Sentence #1	 	 “I read ___________________.”


6.	 Sentence #2	 	 Give a summary of story OR the main idea of the text.


7.	 Sentences #3 - #5	 Give 3 ideas that made you enjoy the text and why.


8.	 Sentence #6	 	 Recommend the book.  You can use sentences like:

	 	 	 -	 “You should read this book!”

	 	 	 -	 “This book is the best!”

	 	 	 -	 “You will enjoy this book.”


Remember you can give a good review if you liked the text or a bad 
review if you did not like the text.   Either way, provide evidence for the 

reader.
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Early Fluent Opinion Writing

Reasoning


Phase 3

Reasoning/Explanation Devices

Teacher should work on each device for at least two days.

Play it out in Same Direction

Play it out in Opposite Direction

Validate the Expert

Offer Other Solutions

Link the Evidence to Claim
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 • Tips for teaching the skill/strategy/genre 

 • Guide to conferencing using Praise & Prompt and potential conferencing focuses 

 • Graphic Organizers for each genre 

 • Progress Monitoring tools for each genre taught 

• Progress Monitoring to inform reteaching and small group instruction 
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Special Education Progress Monitoring for Writing

Early Emergent

Name:         
          

          
          

          
          

          
Starting Date:


RAW SCORE 

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Desc
ripto

r

Poin
ts

MEANING

1	or	3	p
ictures

	match
	oral	st

ory	(1	
point	p

er	pictu
re)

Comple
te	sent

ence	(1
	point	p

er	sent
ence)

Senten
ces	tell

	story	(
1	point

)

Senten
ces	we

ll	sequ
enced	(

if	more
	than	o

ne)	(1	p
oint)

Studen
t	write

s	on	on
e	topic

	(1	poin
t)

Voice	(
1	point

)

Higher
	level	v

ocabul
ary	(1	p

oint) SYNTAX

Each	se
ntence

	starts	
with	a	

capital
	(1	poin

t)

Each	se
ntence

	ends	w
ith	a	pu

nctuati
on	(1	p

oint)

Each	se
ntence

	has	a	‘
Who’	‘D

id	Wha
t’	(1	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Some	s
entenc

es	have
	a	‘Whe

n,’	‘Wh
ere,’	‘W

hy,’	or	‘
How’	(

4	point
	total)

VISUAL

Writes
	right	t

o	left	w
ith	legi

ble	pri
nting	(

1	point
)

Spaces
	betwe

en	wor
ds	(1	p

oint)

Beginn
ing	sou

nds	(1	
point)

Medial
	sound

s	(1	po
int)

End	so
unds	(1

	point)

Every	w
ord	has

	at	leas
t	one	v

owel	(1
	point	p

er	sent
ence)

Approp
riate	us

e	of	cap
itals	an

d	lowe
r	case	(

1	point
)

Dot	an
d	Say	(

1	point
)

Green/
Red	lig

ht	(1	po
int)

Word	W
all	Wor

ds	(1	p
oint)
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Special Education Progress Monitoring for Writing

Upper Emergent

NAME:          
           

           
           

           
           

    STARTING DATE:


RAW SCORE 

Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:

Date:

Time:

Time:

Time:

Time:

Time:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:
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Desc
ripto

r

Poin
ts

MEANING

Beginn
ing,	mi

ddle,	&
	end		p

ictures
	match

	text	(1
	point	p

er	pictu
re)

Compl
ete	sen

tences	
(1	poin

t	per	se
ntence

)

Senten
ces	tell

	an	und
erstand

able	st
ory	(1	

point)

Senten
ces	we

ll	sequ
enced	(

1	point
	per	sen

tence)

All	sen
tences	

are	on	
one	top

ic	(1	po
int)

Story	h
as	char

acter(s
),	settin

g,	prob
lem,	an

d	resol
ution	(

4	point
)

Voice	(
1	point

)

Higher
	level	v

ocabul
ary	(1	p

oint)

Uses	d
escript

ive	lan
guage	(

3	point
s)

SYNTAX

Each	se
ntence

	starts	
with	a	

capital
	(1	poin

t)

Each	se
ntence

	ends	w
ith	a	pu

nctuati
on	(1	p

oint)

Each	se
ntence

	has	a	‘
Who’	‘D

id	Wha
t’	(1	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Some	s
entenc

es	have
	a	‘Whe

n,’	‘Wh
ere,’	‘W

hy,’	or	‘
How’	(

4	point
	total)

VISUAL

Legible
	writin

g	(1	po
int)

All	wor
ds	are	

phonet
ically	d

ecodab
le	(1	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Every	s
yllable

	has	at	
least	o

ne	vow
el	(2	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Approp
riate	u

se	of	ca
pitals	a

nd	low
er	case

	(1	poin
t)

Dot	an
d	Say	(

1	point
)

Green/
Red	lig

ht	(1	p
oint)

Word	W
all	Wor

ds	(1	p
oint)
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Special Education Progress Monitoring for Writing

Early Transitional

Name:         
          

          
          

          
          

          
Starting Date:


RAW SCORE 

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:
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Desc
ripto

r

Poin
ts

MEANING

Beginn
ing,	mi

ddle,	&
	end	pi

ctures	
match	

senten
ces	(1	p

oint	pe
r	sente

nce)

3	parag
raphs	w

ith	a	m
inimum

	of	3	se
ntence

s	each	
(1	poin

t	per	pa
ragrap

h)

Comple
te	sent

ences	(
1	point

	per	sen
tence)

Story	h
as	char

acter(s
),	settin

g,	prob
lem,	an

d	resol
ution	(

4	point
)

Feeling
s	includ

ed	in	st
ory	(1	

point)

Story	i
s	well	s

equenc
ed	and

	makes
	sense	

(1	poin
t)	

All	sen
tences	

are	on	
one	top

ic	(1	po
int)

Uses	ot
her	wo

rds	for
	‘said’	a

nd	‘we
nt’	(1	p

oint	pe
r	word

)

Uses	d
ialogue

	(up	to	
3	point

s)

Uses	d
escript

ive	lan
guage		

(up	to	3
	points

)
SYNTAX

Each	se
ntence

	starts	
with	a	

capital
	and	en

ds	with
	punctu

ation	(
2	point

)

Each	se
ntence

	has	a	‘
Who’	‘D

id	Wha
t’	(1	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Some	s
entenc

es	have
	a	‘Whe

n,’	‘Wh
ere,’	‘W

hy,’	or	‘
How’	(

4	point
	total)

Dialogu
e	is	pun

ctuated
	correc

tly	(3	p
oint)

Senten
ces	are

	Jluent	
and	va

ried	(1
	point	p

er	sent
ence)

VISUAL

All	wor
ds	are	

phonet
ically	d

ecodab
le	(1	po

int	per
	paragr

ph)

Uses	a	
variety

	of	spel
ling	str

ategies
	(onset

/rime,	
vowel	p

atterns
,	say,	

syllabi
cate,	an

d	stret
ch,	etc.

)	(up	to
	3	poin

ts)

Most	h
omoph

ones	sp
elled	co

rrectly
	(1	poin

t	per	ho
mopho

ne)

Dot	an
d	Say	(

1	point
)

Green/
Red	lig

ht	(1	p
oint)

High	Fr
equenc

y	Word
s	spelle

d	corre
ctly	(1	

point)
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Special Education Progress Monitoring for Writing

Upper Transitional

Name:         
          

          
          

          
          

          
Starting Date:


RAW SCORE 

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:
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Desc
ripto

r

Poin
ts

MEANING

Begi
nnin

g,	m
iddl

e,	&	
end	

pict
ures

	mat
ch	s

ente
nces

	(1	poin
t	per	se

ntence
)

3	pa
ragr

aphs
	with

	a	m
inim

um	o
f	5	s

ente
nces

	eac
h	(1	po

int	per
	paragr

aph)

Com
plet

e	se
nten

ces	(1	p
oint	pe

r	sente
nce)

Stor
y	ha

s	ch
arac

ter(
s),	s

ettin
g,	pr

oble
m,	a

nd	r
esol

utio
n	(4	po

int)

Chan
ge	o

f	fee
lings

	incl
uded

	in	s
tory

	(1	poin
t)

Stor
y	is	

well
	seq

uenc
ed	a

nd	m
akes

	sen
se	(1	p

oint)	

Uses
	vigo

rous
	verb

s	(1	po
int	per

	word)

Text
	is	re

vise
d	for

	bett
er	w

ord	
choi

ce		(1	p
oint	pe

r	word
)

Uses
	dial

ogue
	(up	to	

3	point
s)

Para
grap

h	is	
revi

sed	
usin

g	Bu
ildin

g	the
	Par

agra
ph		(up

	to	10	p
oints)

Stor
y	ha

s	an
	inte

rest
ing	l

ead	
(up	to	2

	points
)

SYNTAX

Each
	sen

tenc
e	sta

rts	w
ith	a

	cap
ital	a

nd	e
nds	

with
	pun

ctua
tion

	(2	poin
t)

Each
	sen

tenc
e	ha

s	a	‘W
ho’	‘

Did	
Wha

t’	(1	po
int	per

	senten
ce)

Som
e	se

nten
ces	h

ave	
a	‘W

hen,
’	‘Wh

ere,’
	‘Wh

y,’	or
	‘Ho

w’	(4	p
oint	tot

al)

Dial
ogue

	is	p
unct

uate
d	co

rrec
tly	(3	p

oint)

Sent
ence

s	are
	Llue

nt	an
d	va

ried
	(1	poin

t	per	se
ntence

)

VISUAL

All	w
ords

	are	
pho

neti
cally

	dec
odab

le	(1	po
int	per

	paragr
ph)

Uses
	a	va

riety
	of	s

pelli
ng	s

trate
gies

	(on
set/

rime
,	vow

el	pa
ttern

s,	sa
y,	

sylla
bica

te,	a
nd	s

tretc
h,	et

c.)	(up	
to	3	po

ints)

Mos
t	ho

mop
hon

es	sp
elled

	corr
ectly

	(1	poin
t	per	ho

mopho
ne)

Gree
n/R

ed	li
ght	(1	p

oint)

High
	Fre

quen
cy	W

ords
	spe

lled	
corr

ectly
	(1	poin

t)
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Special Education Progress Monitoring for Writing

Early Fluent

Name:         
          

          
          

          
          

          
Starting Date:


RAW SCORE 

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:
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Desc
ripto

r

Poin
ts

MEANING

Beginn
ing,	mi

ddle,	&
	end	pi

ctures	
match	

senten
ces	(1	p

oint	pe
r	sente

nce)

4	parag
raphs	w

ith	a	m
inimum

	of	5	se
ntence

s	each	
(1	poin

t	per	pa
ragrap

h)

Compl
ete	sen

tences	
(1	poin

t	per	se
ntence

)

Story	h
as	char

acter(s
),	settin

g,	prob
lem,	ev

ent,	an
d	resol

ution	(
4	point

)

Change
	of	feel

ings	in
cluded

	in	stor
y	(1	po

int)

Use	of	
similes

	in	stor
y	(1	po

int	per
	simile)

	

Uses	vi
gorous

	verbs	
(1	poin

t	per	w
ord)

Text	is	
revised

	for	bet
ter	wor

d	choic
e		(1	po

int	per
	word)

Uses	d
ialogue

	(up	to	
3	point

s)

Paragr
aph	is	r

evised	
using	B

uilding
	the	Pa

ragrap
h		(up	t

o	10	po
ints)

Story	h
as	an	in

terestin
g	lead	(

up	to	2
	points

)
SYNTAX

Each	se
ntence

	starts	
with	a	

capital
	and	en

ds	with
	punctu

ation	(
2	point

)

Each	se
ntence

	has	a	‘
Who’	‘D

id	Wha
t’	(1	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Some	s
entenc

es	have
	a	‘Whe

n,’	‘Wh
ere,’	‘W

hy,’	or	‘
How’	(

4	point
	total)

Dialogu
e	is	pun

ctuated
	correc

tly	(3	p
oint)

Tag	is	u
sed	in	f

ront	an
d	in	ba

ck	(1	p
oint	pe

r	dialog
ue)

Senten
ces	are

	Kluent	
and	va

ried	(1
	point	p

er	sent
ence)

VISUAL

All	wor
ds	are	

phonet
ically	d

ecodab
le	(1	po

int	per
	paragr

ph)

Uses	a	
variety

	of	spel
ling	str

ategies
	(onset

/rime,	
vowel	p

atterns
,	say,	

syllabi
cate,	an

d	stret
ch,	etc.

)	(up	to
	3	poin

ts)

Studen
t	edits	

their	w
ork	(1	

point	p
er	corr

ection)

Studen
t	circle

s	word
s	they	a

re	unsu
re	re	sp

elled	co
rrectly

	(1	poin
t	per	w

ord)
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Special Education Progress Monitoring for Writing

Upper Fluent

Name:         
          

          
          

          
          

          
Starting Date:


RAW SCORE 

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:
Date/Time:

Date/Time:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:

Score:
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Desc
ripto

r

Poin
ts

MEANING

Plot	ma
p	matc

hes	sen
tences	

(1	poin
t	per	se

ntence
)

Studen
ts	uses

	mood	
and	ton

e	to	con
vey	fee

ling	(1	
point	p

er	para
graph)

Comple
te	sent

ences	(
1	point

	per	sen
tence)

Story	h
as	char

acter(s
),	settin

g,	prob
lem,	ev

ent(s),	
and	res

olution
	(5	poin

t)

Change
	of	feeli

ngs	inc
luded	i

n	story
	(1	poin

t)

Use	of	
=igurat

ive	lang
uage	in

	story	(
1	point

	per	sim
ile)	

Uses	ap
positiv

es	whe
re	appr

opriate
	(1	poin

t	per	ap
positiv

e)	

Text	is	
revised

	for	bet
ter	wor

d	choic
e		(1	po

int	per
	word)

Uses	di
alogue

	(up	to	
3	point

s)

Paragra
ph	is	re

vised	u
sing	Bu

ilding	t
he	Para

graph		
(up	to	1

0	point
s)

Story	h
as	an	in

terestin
g	lead	(

up	to	2
	points

)
SYNTAX

Each	se
ntence

	starts	
with	a	

capital
	and	en

ds	with
	punctu

ation	(2
	point)

Each	se
ntence

	has	a	‘
Who’	‘D

id	Wha
t’	(1	po

int	per
	senten

ce)

Some	s
entenc

es	have
	a	‘Whe

n,’	‘Wh
ere,’	‘W

hy,’	or	‘
How’	(4

	point	t
otal)

Dialogu
e	is	pun

ctuated
	correc

tly	(3	p
oint)

Tag	is	u
sed	in	f

ront	an
d	in	ba

ck	(1	p
oint	pe

r	dialog
ue)

Senten
ces	are

	=luent	
and	var

ied	(1	p
oint	pe

r	sente
nce)

VISUAL

All	wor
ds	are	p

honetic
ally	dec

odable
	(1	poin

t	per	pa
ragrph

)

Uses	a	
variety

	of	spel
ling	str

ategies
	(onset

/rime,	
vowel	p

atterns
,	say,	

syllabic
ate,	and

	stretch
,	etc.)	(

up	to	3
	points

)

Studen
t	edits	

their	w
ork	(1	p

oint	pe
r	corre

ction)

Studen
t	circle

s	word
s	they	a

re	unsu
re	are	s

pelled	
correct

ly	(1	po
int	per

	word)

Early Emergent
Upper Emergent

Early Transitional
Upper Transitional

Early Fluent
Upper Fluent

6 Progress Monitoring 

Tools!!   One for each  

developmental level

Additional Progress Monitoring

Tools for other genres!
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Workshop Length:  4-5 days 
throughout the year

Overview:  Theory, in classroom 
demonstrations of strategies being learned, 
specific skills and strategies, and practice/
planning time are the focus of each 
workshop.  In addition, coaching days can 
be added to help administration and 
coaches identify fidelity to this evidence-
based program.  Many E.L.L. strategies are 
identified to help second language students 
transition to English.  

Content Covered:
Overview of the writing genre (Narrative, 
Informational/Explanatory, and Opinion)
Defining the teaching of writing
Direct instruction on grammar and 
sentence complexity/variety
Constructing focus lessons using gradual release
Using a different graphic organizer to teach compare/contrast to complex level
Breaking down Opinion writing including crafting the claim and using five devices to explain 

text evidence
Using reading strategies to build vocabulary
Overt teaching of Summarizing and Synthesizing for research and opinion writing
How to paraphrase and sort information
The teaching of Personal Narrative
Overt reproducible strategies using cognitive procedures
Extending spelling strategies
Teaching skills and strategies
Several explicit editing and revising strategies
Progress Student Monitoring that drives instruction
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For more information, 
call:  714.357.1253
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Scope & Sequence
Early 

Emergent
Upper 

Emergent
Early 

Transitional
Upper 

Transitional
Early 

Fluent
Upper 
Fluent

Grammar & 
Journal/
Narrative

x x x x x x

Concepts of 
Print x x x

High Frequency 
Words x x x x x

Sentence 
Fluency x x x x x x

Dot & Say x x x x x x

Green Light Red 
Light x x x x x

Word Wall 
Words x x x x x

Bottom to Top 
Editing x x x x

Every Word has 
a vowel x x

Conferring & 
Small Group x x x x x x

Writing Process x x x x x x

Concepts of 
Literature x x x x x x

Other words for 
‘went’ x x

Other words for 
‘said' x x

Tag & Quote x x x x

Adding 
Adjectives x x

Building the 
Paragraph x x

Sentence Variety x x x x x x
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In order to fully implement this curriculum, purchase of teacher manuals needs to accompany all professional development. 

Vigorous Verbs x x

Interesting 
Leads x x

Genre: Opinion x x x x x x

Book Review x x

Character Traits x x

Citing Text 
Evidence x x x x

Crafting the 
Claim x x

Explaining and 
Extending Text 
Evidence

x x

Genre: 
Informational/ 
Explanatory

x x x x x x

Emergent 
Research x x

Transitional 
Research x x

Synthesizing for 
Research x x

Compare/
Contrast x x x x

Summarizing x x x x x

Early 
Emergent

Upper 
Emergent

Early 
Transitional

Upper 
Transitional

Early 
Fluent

Upper 
Fluent
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