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We developed an instructional unit for teaching our fourth grade students the new explanatory writing component of 
the common core. Our unit includes a pre-assessment, introduction to explanatory writing, samples, organizational 
lessons, a rubric, and a post-assessment. 
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PLT SMART Goal  

 
During this year, we will create and implement writing lessons in order to develop and strengthen our students’ 
explanatory writing skills. (Common Core 2) 
 
 

 
Key Actions 

 
a) We read Explorations in Nonfiction Writing, by Tony Stead and Linda Hoyt and Writing Superstars, by Melissa 

Forney. 
b) From these resources, we identified organizational lessons to teach explanatory writing. 
c) We also identified explanatory techniques lessons. 
d) We developed a graphic organizer to assist students in the explanatory writing process. 
e) We developed a variety of applicable writing prompts to instruct and assess student learning. 
f) We implemented the explanatory writing lessons we developed. 
g) We assessed student work using a rubric that we developed based on the Common Core standards. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Findings  

 
When we started our PLT, we were, as a team, very curious about the expectations for ‘explanatory writing’.  Since this 
was such a new genre in our 4th grade instruction (which had been previously a majority of personal narrative writing), 
we wanted to really understand what this standard meant and what our students were required to write.  We started 
off with some research.  We looked first to other states that had a similar style of writing.  We found that Florida had a 
similar standard and therefore we could look at some example prompts.  Jaynene Delitt-Young was also a good 
resource and she provided us with a list of exemplars.  Seeing the variety of types of questions enabled us to have a 
better sense of what was being asked of us (and our students). 
 
From there, we tried to develop a structure for how explanatory writing should be organized.  We came up with a 5 
paragraph graphic organizer that laid out what each section (introduction, body, and conclusion) should include.  We 
chose a format that was similar to what our students had already been exposed to in narrative and persuasive writing. 
We created lessons that introduced explanatory writing to our students and provided them with a lot of exemplars and 
modeling. 
 
Through our instruction, we found (not surprisingly) that students entered the unit with very little knowledge of 
explanatory writing.  Our pre-instruction data shows that students did not yet know what should be included in the 
introduction, body, and conclusion and also they weren’t quite sure how to use details and ideas to support their topic. 
 
After given adequate instruction on explanatory writing, we found that they had a much better understanding of how 
to write in the explanatory genre.  Based on rubric results, we saw a clear increase in explanatory writing across the 
board. 
 
 

 
Recommendations / Next Steps  

 
Because this was our first time implementing our explanatory unit, there were, of course, many opportunities for us to 
learn from this experience.  I think the biggest take-away that we found was that we would need more time to 
complete the unit than what we had scheduled.  We had enough time to give the students a pre-assessment and 
instruction throughout the unit, but we did not have enough time to give the students a completely independent post-
assessment so that we could see how much they truly grew with explanatory writing, given no support.  Next year, we 
will surely organize our schedules to make sure that there is enough time for that. 
 
In addition, going forward we realized that this unit might best be implemented as the first big writing unit of fourth 
grade.  We plan to teach this unit next fall, as opposed to starting it in January, as we did this year. 
 
Something that proved difficult for our students to distinguish was the difference between explanatory writing and 
persuasive writing (which was the unit that we had taught just prior to the explanatory unit).  We plan on further 
developing the difference of each of these units for our students next year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


