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LINDA KOLASA BARKER

Upgrading Personal Writing
to Improve Student Success
Linda Kolasa Barker is the principal at East Bay
Elementary School in Traverse City, Michigan. She also
teaches reading and writing classes as an adjunct
professor for Central Michigan University and Grand
Valley State University.
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gardless of the age of the student,
providing effective role models
and student samples of writing
are the most inspiring means to
foster writing improvement. The same ideas we
have given to aspiring teachers or to those who
have been in the field a number of years should
be passed on as useful tips to our elementary
through high school students. If our personal
writing is improved, we have higher quality,
more motivating ideas to share with others.
Taking the mystery out of writing success can
upgrade instruction, improve assessments, and
increase personal satisfaction with the writing
process for writers of all ages.
Theory and research are helpful to ground a
teacher's interaction in best practice in the field.
However, it is the practical, everyday application of this information that will provide
improvement in student writing. And in many
cases, it is just common sense that will make
marked differences in the quality of students'
writing. These few suggestions may provide the
teacher, as well as the student, with greater
classroom writing success. If that translates to
more time and effort being placed on this process, then we have accomplished our goal to
emphasize writing skills for all ages. Along the
way, these tips will help forge more confidence
and satisfaction for teacher and student alike.
Avoid Trite Words. Overused, redundant,
and vague words add nothing to the development of a narrative or expository piece. Using
colorful words in our writing helps to describe
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our characters and settings with more vivid
images. Words that should be eliminated include
the following: got/get, things, fun, a lot, stuff,
interesting, like, nice, good, great, stupid, bad,
etc., happy, neat, OK, and dumb. "The end"
should not be used at the conclusion of a piece;
the reader should be able to tell that the series of
events or descriptions have reached a conclusion. Even targeting a word or phrase a week to
purge from our writing will translate to better
descriptions. These "dead words" might be
depicted on tombstones or "Do Not Use" signs
on a bulletin board display set in place for the
year. Add to the list throughout the year as other
overused words are discovered.
Use All of the Senses. In our writing we tend
to describe visually, but we ignore the other
senses. Making a conscious effort to include
heating, touch, smell, and taste in all descriptions will enhance the details and images. After
students write a piece, have them use different
colors of markers to highlight each of the
senses. This technique also works well in poetry.
Strive for a balance in the use of synesthesia in
all writing. Describing in detail an object or a
place - perhaps a one-foot square of the playground - is also a valuable lesson in using the
senses.
Clarify Words Easily Confused. It pays to
spend time studying words that are easily confused and practicing their proper usage. Many
English manuals have lists of these demons such
as there/their/they're, then/than, its/it's, and
passed/past. Let students know that even adults
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have had difficulty with these combinations.
Choose these confusing words throughout the
year as they appear in student writing and
highlight the correct terms. Challenge students
to come up with memory devices to clarify the
usage of the tough ones. For example, there,
their, and they're all begin with the word "the."
That will help with spelling. "There" refers to a
place, as does "here" which is a smaller word
inside "there." "Their" relates to ownership. An
"heir" inherits property, and this smaller word is
inside "their." That leaves "they're" which is the
contraction for "they are." If "they are" can be
used in the sentence and it makes sense, then
"they're" is the word that works.
Attack Grammar Inconsistencies. Often we
hear grammatical mistakes in our spoken language. As these persist we begin to accept them,
ignore the mistakes, and second-guess our own
sense of correctness. This spoken language is
the basis for our written language, however, and
encouraging standard usage will translate itself
to the written word. Sometimes pulling apart the
sentence helps us to decide if "I" or "me" or "is"
or "are" is correct. Again, a good student-friendly
English manual is an excellent resource. Daily
language practice, just five minutes of written or
spoken warm up grammar activities a day, is
invaluable in improving language to an acceptable
level of proficiency. Training to become efficient
grammar "detectives" and tracking down inconsistencies takes only a few minutes a day.
Practice Comma Usage. When students learn
a mark of punctuation they use it with enthusiasm to the point of overuse. Somewhere along
the line, students are also taught "When in
doubt, leave it out." It isn't any wonder then that
punctuation is difficult for the novice as well as
the seasoned writer. From a practical point of
view, teaching students to utilize commas to
assist the reader is the best approach. If the
reader needs to catch a breath, clarify, or separate information, a comma is needed. Any
interrupting phrases or ancillary words should
be separated. Words such as those listed below
should always be separated so the reader does
not read right through the intended meaning:
too, also, though, however, and as well.
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Identify the Author. To elevate the importance of the writer, be sure to address teachers
and students as "Author." Take credit for all of
the examples you write as the teacher everyday.
Whenever you use student work for instruction,
be sure to ask for permission, credit the author,
and include the author in the discussion. This is
the best way to highlight what is really being
communicated. Word choice and punctuation
become much more important if the author is the
one explaining the message as it was written.
Lengthen the Piece. For many students given
an assignment, the first question asked is "How
long does it have to be?" "Long enough to cover
the subject" is too vague an answer for the
majority of our students. Depending on the age
of the student, a paragraph, a three-paragraph
essay, or a five-paragraph essay may be appropriate. Requiring an introductory sentence or
paragraph and concluding sentence or paragraph
should be an expectation. Beginning in upper
elementary school a five-paragraph essay should
be the norm. This will serve students well in
assessment situations and eventually on job
applications requiring a writing sample. Sentence length? Requiring sentences that are as
long as students are old will really stretch the
construction process. A 10-year-old writing
sentences that are 10 words long increases the
chances of quality word choice, voice, and
sentence fluency.
Inspire Correct Spelling. Spelling awareness
can help or hinder the creativity of the writer.
Invented spelling at the early elementary grades
allows students to get their ideas on paper
quickly. By the end of second grade most students are anxious to use correct spelling and are
frustrated if they are told to "sound it out." The
biggest favor we can do to promote good spelling in our classrooms is to use perfect diction. If
we enunciate every syllable and every syllable
has a vowel, chances are that students will
acquire a greater sense of correctness. If we say
"gonna" instead of "going to" we have a negative effect on student spelling. Teachers are the
best role models for student accuracy in spelling
and much of this influence comes from the
spoken word, not just the written word.
SPRING
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UPGRADING PERSONAL WRITING TO IMPROVE STUDENT Success

Highlight Student Writing. Students and
teachers love to use color in school related
activities. Take advantage of this motivation and
use highlighters in your classroom. To promote
greater variety in sentence beginnings, have
students highlight the first word of every sentence from a recently completed piece. If many
of the words are the same, sentence beginnings
need more variety. If highlighting appears every
line or so, sentences are too short or the length
isn't varied enough; if few highlights appear,
chances are that run on sentences appear and
information needs to be separated into more
meaningful units.
Read Writing Out Loud. The best way to
proofread for meaning and edit for grammatical
errors is to read a selection aloud. It is easy to
catch mistakes when we read orally or have a
colleague do this for us. Hearing a writing piece
a student thinks is perfect can convince the
student that perhaps changes are needed, especially if those are suggested in a constructive
way by peers.
Give Compliment Sandwiches. To promote
comfort with evaluations, give students a written
or oral compliment sandwich or have them give
one to the teacher. Begin with a compliment
regarding a writing piece that has been reviewed
individually or in groups. It builds self-confidence if the instructor or peer hands out a
compliment first. Then "sandwich in" a bit of
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constructive criticism, a suggestion for improvement. Finish with another compliment to leave
the author with a sense of accomplishment and
acceptance. This feedback should be quick and
direct to have the most impact and provide
feedback quickly to a number of classmates.
Develop Catchy Titles. When the writing is
complete, finish with a lively, vivid title. Look
carefully through the written work and find
three or four words that create an image, sound,
or feeling to share. Use that phrase as the title. It
should give just a hint of the author's voice and
the nature of the written work. For examples,
refer to book or poetry titles from works that
capture your interest in the library. Avoid titles
that begin with "the " or "my" and you will
notice a great improvement. Give a title to all
works, whether they are a paragraph summary
or an extensive report.
If we employ these simple techniques in our
personal writing, students entrusted to our care
will benefit greatly when they emulate the
shared models. These 12 easy, quick ideas
should yield results of increased confidence,
more developed ideas, and greater application of
successful writing strategies. As practical suggestions promote more time and care being
given to this instructional process, instructors
and their students of all ages will develop more
effective writing habits as they practice everyday.
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