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The Exercise 

*Ask students to describe a five-paragraph essay, and as they do, write the info in the 

board, highlighting the very prescriptive nature of each of the five paragraphs.  (I even 

use printouts from the Empowering Writers program of things like the Expository or 

Persuasive Pillars).  

Rationale 

This exercise grew out of some professional development I was doing at 

Bennet Academy in Manchester, which at the time was a stand-alone 6th 

grade academy. The district had decided that Bennet would serve as a 

transition to secondary school, and as such would follow a secondary 

model.  Teachers who were accustomed to having their own self-

contained rooms and teaching all subjects were suddenly faced with the 

requirement that they become single subject teachers.  I was hired to work 

with the teachers who had been told they were going to be teaching 

exclusively English/Language Arts.  The teachers were defaulting on the 

Empowering Writers program and using the pillars and pyramids 

characteristic of that program.  I worked with them to develop a more 

organic, dynamic, and descriptive approach.  

Genre: Essay (though you could probably do this with any genre) 
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*Give students mentor texts of real writing.  We used hard copies from News ELA, but 

there are many age- and content-appropriate sources one can use.  (I can provide a 

list I have compiled of good sources for mentor essays).   

*Ask students to first work individually, reading as writers, and to use a pen to make 

boxes (imitating the Empowering Writers pillars) around paragraphs or groups of 

paragraphs that seem to belong together, and then in the margins to write short notes 

that explain why those groups of text belong together.  Name each grouping if you 

can, or make up a name.  (For instance, my undergrads looked at an intro that was 

very informal and conversational, and described how it established a friendly voice 

that made the reader trust the writer, and lacking a name for this rhetorical move called 

it a Conversational Connection). 

*Get in small groups and share your ideas.  Come to some consensus as a group. 

*Ideally using a smart board, but a projection onto a white board can work, too, have 

each group send one student to the front of the class to share their groupings and 

rationales.  The teacher can interject to offer terms and names for moves and 

strategies that students have identified but maybe don’t know what to call.  Notice and 

chart commonalities but also divergences. 

*Repeat this exercise.  Have the students save the hard copies in a folder so they 

have a tool box of strategies drawn from real writing. 

*A next step or related version of this game is to list rules (No first- or second-person 

pronouns, no contractions, no fragments, thesis in last sentence of first paragraph, 

etc.) and then have the students find “rule-breakers” in the mentor text, and then in 

the margins describe why the writer seems to be breaking the rule. The conversation 

with the whole class as individuals come up to explain their group’s rationale can be 

super productive. 

 

 

 

 

Note to Teachers: 

This should be done regularly.  Description of real writing is always going 

to be preferable to prescription of fake writing (think of the empty boxes in 

the Empowering Writers program!).  I talk about it by saying we’re going to 

take a walk inside an essay and describe what we see. 
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Sources: Barry Lane has some similar exercises on his website if you want to 

see some examples of someone doing something similar. Examples from 

Empowering Writers - https://www.empoweringwriters.com/toolbox/the-expository-

writing-pillar/ 
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