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“Hand” Writing 

Background: Why “hand” writing? 
http://diana1litcoachemusummer2013.weebly.com/background.html 
 

 My Mother’s Hands in 2005 

 Writing with colleagues in 2008, 09 

 Experimenting with “hand” writing in grades 3-6 

 First time to use “hand” writing with KG in 2013 
 

Participant Goals 
 

1. Teachers will produce a draft writing piece that can be used as a mentor text for 
instruction. 

2. Teachers will come away with some seed ideas for instruction. 
3. Teachers will have access to resources, applicable to their grade level, if they choose 

to create a “hand” writing lesson of their own. 
 
My hope is that participants come away with a piece of their own writing that can be used as 
a mentor text for teaching, some instructional ideas, and some resources that can be used in 
a variety of ways based on the needs of the writers they work with. Writing about hands is a 
simple idea, applicable to any age level. The only time I’ve seen a weak student response to 
“hand” writing was when the teacher had not gone through the process of “hand” writing 
themselves. Time spent conferring with students also has a significant impact on the quality of 
what is produced.  
 

Participant Instructional Process 
 
The process that I’m using today is framed in a writing workshop model of 
instruction. Knowing that the audience for this demonstration is primarily middle 
school, high school, and college teaching professionals, I geared my materials and 
tools for the first half of the demonstration lesson so that you might find them 
useful. I tried to put myself in your teaching shoes. Sometimes I start writing 
workshop with a mini-lesson but today I will start with a read aloud because it 
matches my instructional purpose, which is to move you to write a short draft you 
might later use as a mentor text with your own students. When I raise my hand, it 
will be a signal that we are about to transition. When you see me raise my hand, 
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I would like you to do the same until we have everyone’s attention and we can 
transition as a group. 
 

1. Reading Aloud.  God Went to Beauty School by Cynthia Rylant (Diana) 
 

2. Having a go. Your turn to have a go in your writer’s notebook. Be sure to date your 
piece and add a title. (Everyone) 

 

Write about someone, living or dead, who has left their handprint on your 
life. The person can be someone you love, fear, dislike, or long for. What does 
the person like to do with their hands? Tell what their hands can or can’t do. 
Describe the feeling of their hand in yours. If you prefer, you can write about 
your own hands.  

 
 

3. Reflect on writing. Take a moment to re-read your piece. What is your favorite 
sentence? Turn and talk with someone near. Share your favorite sentence and tell why 
you chose it. Share your process. Complete Reflection Chart. With your permission, I 
would like to collect your reflection charts. (Everyone) 

 
4. Confer on the fly. Name and notice. (Diana) 

 

5. Volunteers may share their favorite word, phrase, sentence, or title. (Everyone) 
 

6. What next?  
 

When I have done “hand” writing in various grade levels, several different things seem 
to happen next. Some students take their snippet and compose a larger piece around it. 
Others experiment further in their notebooks writing about the hands of other people 
in their lives. Teachers have used “hand” writing as a way for students to write about 
historical figures. One teacher had a writing celebration where students invited the 
person they wrote about to attend a reading of their pieces. Another teacher used the 
pieces to create a book of “hand” vignettes. In upper elementary grades, it can be used 
to as a way to grow a memoir, create a poem, or develop characters in a piece of 
fiction.  
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7. Ways to use the Reflection Chart 
 
First of all, students don’t need to have a separate chart. They can easily create a 4-box 
chart in their writer’s notebook. The chart can be used as a tool for conferring, 
collecting mentor sentences for grammar lessons, and creating poetry.  
 

 

 
“Hand” Writing with Young Writers 
 

We started out thinking like teachers with students from grades 7-16. Now I invite you 
think like K-2 teachers. I want to bring you into my world as a speech and language 
professional and show you how I use techniques typically utilized in writer’s workshop 
to assist speech and language impaired students to be successful communicators. What 
did this process look like and sound like with small groups? How was it the same as the 
7-16 lesson? What modifications were made? 

 
 

Student Goals 
 

 To increase student willingness to engage in the writing process. 
 

 To experiment with methods and tools that might assist young writers to increase 
the volume and quality of the writing they produce. 

 

 To expand the number, length, and complexity of spoken utterances. 

 

Instructional Process 
http://diana1litcoachemusummer2013.weebly.com/process.html 
 

1. Interactive read aloud. 
 

2. Have a go at writing. 
 

3. Oral story-telling. 
 

4. Using notes to build a story. 
 

5. Confer and revise.  
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How are the instructional practices presented tied to research? 
 
Read the quotes from some selected professional resources that informed my demonstration 
lesson. Pick one that sticks with you and think about connections to either your learning 
process as a participant or the learning process of the young writers in the lesson.  
 

Carl Anderson - How’s It Going? 

“The point of the writing conference conversation, then, is this: we confer with students to 
help them become better writers. By better writers I mean writers who can do the work we 
teach them in today’s conferences on their own in future pieces.”  p. 8 

 “We show students we care about them by how we talk with them about their writing work. 

“p. 22 

“It’s the way we listen, more than anything else, that will nudge our students to talk about 

what they’re trying to do, to use the words they haven’t used before, to look at us with a smile 

instead of a frown when we kneel down next to them and ask How’s it going?”  p. 23 

“Have a go” –Carl’s term 

Peter Johnston –Choice Words 

“We often assume that students know things, or know them in particular ways, when they do 
not.” p.7 

“Language, then, is not merely representational (though it is that); it is also constitutive (1: 

having the power to enact or establish: constructive. 2: constituent, essential). It actually 

creates realities and invites identities.” p. 8 

“The assumption that just being more explicit will make for better instruction assumes that 

language is simply a delivery system for information, a literal packaging of knowledge. It is not. 

Each utterance in a social interaction does much more work.”  p.8 

“As teachers we have to decide what to be explicit about for which students, and when to be 

explicit about it.” p.8 

“Sometimes there is a real risk to accepting agency. When a learner has built a narrative 

around his unsuccessful experiences in literacy that puts him in a passive role, there is no 

responsibility for failure.” p. 38 
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“If children are not making errors, they are not putting themselves in learning situations.” p. 

39 

Jeff Anderson – Mechanically Inclined 

“Kids have a reason for doing what they do, even if it is flawed.”p. 4 

“The belief that if we correct them enough, tell them enough, workbook them enough, they’ll 

get it, fails to produce independent editors.” p. 9 

“Using details to create pictures with grammatical patterns sharpens students’ observation 

and thinking skills.” p. 19 

“Love the errors and all they reveal” – a quote from Jeff Anderson inside my copy of 

Mechanically Inclined. 

Horn and Giacobbe-Talking, Drawing, Writing 

“Through their talk, children let us into their worlds, so we listen, pay attention, and to 

continue to carve out space where they can talk their way into stories in the company of an 

audience who values what they have to say.”  p. 11 

“. . . inviting children to talk about themselves and about what they know honors them for 

who they are. They don’t need a picture. They don’t need to know how to write letters. They 

don’t need a spectacular event to share. They are valued for themselves, for using the words 

they have to say what they know.”  p 15. 

“. . . telling stories acknowledges talk as having an essential place at the core of writing.” p. 16 

“. . . telling stories orally allows children to learn about elements of craft before they ever put 

them on paper.” p. 16 

“. . . teachers need to know that they have stories”. p. 21 

 

Share out – What sticks with you about the research? What sticks with you 
about the lesson? 
 
Questions? 
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