Non-Fiction Writing to Learn
High School Science Guide Sheet

Non-Fiction writing in the content areas is a strategy to facilitate learning for all students.  The expectation for the content area teacher is not to assume primary responsibility for the teaching of writing but to utilize writing as an instructional strategy to increase student learning.




Examples of High School Science 
Non-Fiction Writing Activities and Assessments
Journal Entry:


Describe unbalanced forces.  Describe a situation that demonstrates you definition clearly.
Learning Log:


Explain why a baseball hit by a bat will not keep going forever.  
Think-Write-Pair-Share:


Since you are a meteorologist for the local weather station, some 
picnickers at the park ask you to predict what the weather will be this afternoon.  Using the daily weather map let them know what kind of weather to expect. 
Admit/Exit Slips:


Explain what is exchanged between ions during an acid/base titration.
Story:

Imagine that the sunlight reaching the Earth’s surface was significantly reduced for a three-month period.  Write a short story about how this would affect your life and the plant and animal life on this planet.  Be sure to use your scientific knowledge of biology and life science as a basis for the story.

We know that changes in the environment can cause the extinction of some species and the success of others.  Imagine a sudden change in our environment and choose one species that would benefit from it.  Perhaps it is a weather change, a food shortage, or a major disaster.  Write a story of at least three paragraphs telling how that species came to expand and dominate the planet.  Remember, it might be a plant.  
Essay:

Alchemists searched for a method to turn lead into gold.  You have been given an isotope of lead  208  Pb and you want to change it to 197 AU.   
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Describe what you would have to do to the lead atom’s protons, electrons, and neutrons to change the lead into gold.

Article:


A few years ago, a meteorite was discovered in the Antarctic, and it was later determined to be material ejected from the planet Mars by an asteroid strike.  Some scientists thought that the meteorite contained fossilized single-cell organisms.  Write a school newspaper article that explains what is meant by a cell.  Describe some of the major life functions that must take place in a living cell.









Letter:

Modern genetic understanding can be traced to the early work of Gregor Mendel.  Write a letter to Mendel outlining Mendel’s findings and contributions concerning pea-plant genetics that we use today.
6 + 1 Traits of Writing


Although content area teachers are not teaching writing, the 6 + 1 Trait rubrics provide a common language from which to begin the feedback process for students.  For example the concepts (ideas), vocabulary of the discipline (word choice), and  organization found in Non-Fiction Writing across the content areas can be improved through the use of feedback and evaluation around the 6 + 1 Traits rubrics.


IDEAS:  concepts from the content, specific examples from content or reading to support conclusions





ORGANIZATION:  the arrangement of ideas to enhance communication (i.e. pros/cons, sequence)





WORD CHOICE:  use of the language of the discipline (content) to create meaning, use of vocabulary





Feedback


Assessment is not just summative as in a standardized test or large unit test.  Assessment is also formative meaning it is ongoing, diagnostic, and to the point.  It is with the formative assessment that feedback plays a critical role.  





The feedback students receive should be timely, corrective, and specific allowing them to use the feedback to improve their mastery of concepts.    





Feedback can come in many different forms including self, peer, and teacher.  A balance is needed between students’ ability to provide themselves with feedback, provide their peers with feedback and receive feedback from their teachers.





Specific Prompts


Not all prompts will need to be R.A.F.T.S. prompts.  Using R.A.F.T.S. prompts will allow the teacher flexibility in creating higher order thinking prompts that specifically ask students to write about the concepts being studied in a particular content area.





For example: 
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