Non-Fiction Writing to Learn
Middle School Social Studies 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 Social Studies 
Non-Fiction Writing Activities and Assessments

Journal Entry:



Many families and young people left their homes in England and came to the New World.  Imagine that you are one of them.  Write three daily journal entries describing what you see and feel as you make the ocean voyage across the Atlantic Ocean to your new home.  The three days you should write about are the day you left England, a typical day at sea, and the day you arrived in Massachusetts.
Learning Log:


Following the American Revolution, the Americans eventually created a constitution to establish a government of their own.  This government is made up of three separate branches.  Write three paragraphs, one for each branch.  The purpose of each paragraph is to describe who or what constitutes each branch and what is the main power of each branch.
Think-Write-Pair-Share:


The first Europeans who came to America settled on coastlines or along rivers.  Write a paragraph to explain what attracted these first settlers to these types of places.
Admit/Exit Slips:


Americans are very proud of the rights they have as citizens.  Imagine that you have to explain the rights of American citizens to a student from another country.  Make a list of the five most important rights that American citizens possess and write a brief description of what each of these rights allows citizens to do or what the right protects.
Essay:


The first two of the five themes of geography are location and place.  Using a regional atlas, write a paragraph describing your town’s absolute and relative locations.  Compose a second paragraph to identify place by describing the physical and human features that are present where you live.
Letter: 

Pretend that you are a colonial leader in an American colony.  You want to express your opposition to having to pay taxes to the English government.  The best way to do this is to write a letter to King George explaining why you feel the taxes are unfair.  Begin you letter by explaining that you understand some taxes are necessary (giving reasons why taxes are needed), but then tell him why you oppose these taxes.
Maps:


Geographers create maps to show the locations of places on Earth.  A mental map is one that you have and use in your mind.  Use your mental map to give directions from school to your house.  Write these directions in separate steps, using compass directions and landmarks, to help a person use your map to find your house.
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)








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: 


Assume the role of one of the millions of people who immigrated to the United States in the late 1800s.  In a letter to relatives back home convince them of why you wanted to come to the United States.  Be sure to include at least three things that you hoped to obtain as an immigrant and why each of these things was so important to you.  
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