Non-Fiction Writing to Learn
Middle 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 Middle School Science 
Non-Fiction Writing Activities and Assessments
Journal Entry:


You are a unique person.  Write about yourself in a scientific way.  Explain heredity and give examples of inherited, as well as learned, traits.
Learning Log:


Harvard Medical School, the National Geographic Society, and NASA communicate their research data with other institutions around the world.  Explain why it is important to repeat data-collection procedures and to share data among groups.
Think-Write-Pair-Share:


Explain what measurement system is used in scientific investigations.  Why is it used?  What measurement units are used to record mass, volume, and length?
Admit/Exit Slips:


Explain to your neighbor why they can not leave their dog in the car with 
the windows rolled up in the middle of the summer time. 
Essay:


A worm helps make soil.  People do, too.  Define what “soil” consists of and how it is made over time.
Story:

Imagine that you are the moon watching a little boy measure how much he can see of you each evening.  He was very sad when he saw you disappearing until his father told him you would be a full moon again after a four-week lunar cycle.  Write the story of the little boy describing how he measured your appearance each week, what he discovered, and his relief once he realized you would be your old self again.

Letter:

You and your friend are sitting on a beach while on vacation.  Your friend wonders how all that sand got to the beach.  After going home and learning about water erosion at school, you decide to write a letter to your friend explaining the production of sand.  Remember to use scientific words like weathering, transport, and deposition, and be sure to explain the meaning of these words by giving examples of each.
Comic Strip:


Construct a comic strip explaining your understanding of how a single celled organism survives.  Include information that relates to how these organisms gain energy and reproduce in their environments. 
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: 


You’ve been hired to write a visitor’s guide for your favorite environment (ocean, desert, tundra, forest, grasslands, or wetlands).  Create a brochure informing visitors about the types of plants, mammals, reptiles, and insects they can expect to meet when they visit this environment.  Inform them also of any precautions they should take to protect themselves or the species in that environment from harm.
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