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Kristin Smith 

Teacher Research Proposal for 2012-2013 

Problem Statement:  

My students have always been enthusiastic planners of writing. Our brainstorming 

sessions are loud, chaotic, and extremely productive. We sometimes cover the whole whiteboard 

with our lists or webs as a class, and then they make even more intricate ones on their focus 

topics. Despite all of this hard work before the fact of writing, they all try to do the minimum 

amount of work possible. They are not putting in what Vopat refers to in Writing Circles as a 

“good-faith” effort (33). Sometimes, I think that they think they’re doing the best that they can, 

and other times I know they’re purposely slacking off.  In either case, this is seriously limiting 

their progress as writers during the school year. 

Rationale: 

 I suspect that one of the main reasons why my students are not putting in the effort that I 

want from them is because they don’t know what good student writing looks like, or what I 

expect of them. We read a lot of literary texts as models, such as “The Most Dangerous Game” 

as a short story model or “Beauty: When the Other Dancer is the Self” for memoir, but students 

already know they are not expected to write like that. Richard Connel and Alice Walker are 

experts are the craft of writing, and students don’t see themselves that way (even though some of 

them secretly are). 

 I am wondering how using more real world and peer texts as models will affect student 

writing. I want them all to aspire to be renowned authors one day, but in the mean time, maybe 
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excellent peer and real-world models will help motivate them to put in a good faith effort. They 

will see that it’s not only famous people who can write well. By giving them models of great 

paragraphs from a peer’s paper, they might finally see why I say “Five sentences does not a 

paragraph make,” or the use of imagery in a newspaper article might make them realize that it’s 

not just for poetry. 

 By using peer and real-world models in my writing classes, I am hoping to demystify 

great writing and also clarify how I expect them to try to write. I want them to see that something 

scribbled off rapidly in five minutes simply isn’t good enough when I’ve given them twenty 

minutes to work on a draft. Two sentences written in less than a minute are not what I’m 

expecting when I give them five minutes for a quick write. I’ve told them before that what I’m 

looking for when I assign writing is the best they can do in the amount of time they are given, 

but by using more models, I’m hoping to make the idea of a “good faith effort” more tangible. 

Maybe “show-not-tell” is the mantra I need in teaching as well as writing. 

Research Question:  

How will using more real-world models and mentor texts affect the quantity and quality 

of writing that my 9th grade Writing Competency students are doing? 

Annotated	  Bibliography:	  	  

Gallagher, Kelly. Teaching Adolescent Writers. Portland, Me: Stenhouse, 2006. Print.  

Gallagher discusses using mentor texts to “feed” student writing in chapters 3 and 4, 

dealing with two particular types of mentor text. The first is the teacher’s own writing as a 

mentor. Gallagher argues that teachers too often show their students a revised, edited draft as an 

example, and students therefore develop the belief that writing has to be good from the first time 
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the pen touches the paper. He suggests instead showing students a teacher’s first draft, possibly 

even writing it with them, and then showing them how the revision and editing processes would 

work in practice. Writing with my students is something I already do, but I want to be doing it 

more often, and more in the way he describes as a part of this research project. The second type 

of text he talks about are those produced by real-world writers. He gives examples of how to use 

magazine articles and other real-world texts to inform student writing. This second type of 

mentor text is going to be the main thrust of my own classroom research into using models for 

student writing. 

Garrigues, Lisa. "Reading the Writer's Craft: The Hemingway Short Stories." The English 

Journal 94.1 (2004): 59-65. JSTOR. Web. 16 July 2012.  

 This article embodies the idea behind the research that I want to do in my own classroom 

and provides a model for how one teacher used mentor texts in a five-week long unit. Garrigues 

state “Artists have long known the value of studying the masters…Writers, too, can build on 

what and who came before them, even as they develop a unique style and original voice” (59). 

Studying the craft of other writers as a means to improve their own craft is exactly what I want 

my students to take away from this unit, and I want to evaluate how effective this is as a way to 

teach writing in my own classroom. 

Skinner, Emily. "Writing Workshop Meets Critical Media Literacy: Using Magazines and 

Movies as Mentor Texts." Voices from the Middle 15.2 (2007): 30-39. Print.  

 Skinner discusses how one student in particular drew on texts she was familiar with in the 

real world to improve her own writing as part of an after-school club. As part of my research, I 

want to use real-world texts and not just literary texts to see how those will influence my 

students’ writing. This article helped me see how I could use magazine articles in particular as 
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models for my students, and gave me some ideas for involving students in the process of finding 

mentor texts for themselves. That may need to be the topic of it’s own teacher research project at 

another time, though, since the focus of this one will be on using mentor texts I have selected as 

the teacher. 

Vopat, James. Writing Circles: Kids Revolutionize Workshop. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 

2009. Print.  

 Writing Circles intrigue me as a whole, but one of the main ideas that I took away from 

this book was the concept of assigning grades for a “Good Faith” effort. This is the type of 

evaluation that I will be using to assign grades during this teacher research. A “Good Faith” 

effort means that the students have demonstrated that they have made their best attempt at 

completing the assignment in question. Most of this will be based on teacher observation and 

student reflection. The writing assignments for the unit during which I am conducting research 

will be completed in class, so a “Good Faith” effort will mean that students are utilizing the time 

and resources they have to complete their assignments. With each writing assignment, they will 

also reflect on their own ideas about what good writing is and what it means to put in a “Good 

Faith” effort. 

Methodology:	  (Flesh	  this	  out	  more)	  

Pre-‐Assessments	  

1. Student	  definitions	  of	  good	  writing	  

• Students	  will	  complete	  a	  reflective	  writing	  assignment	  in	  response	  to	  the	  

following	  questions:	  

o What	  makes	  writing	  “good?”	  

o What	  are	  some	  examples	  of	  “good”	  writing	  that	  you’ve	  read?	  



Smith 5 

o Do	  you	  consider	  anything	  you’ve	  written	  before	  to	  be	  “good?”	  If	  so,	  

what	  was	  it?	  If	  not,	  why	  not?	  

• I	  will	  then	  read	  the	  responses	  and	  pull	  out	  common	  ideas	  I	  see	  across	  student	  

responses,	  if	  there	  are	  any.	  If	  there	  aren’t	  any,	  I	  will	  consider	  them	  on	  an	  

individual	  basis.	  

• After	  I	  have	  read	  the	  responses,	  I	  will	  lead	  students	  in	  a	  class	  discussion	  of	  

what	  makes	  writing	  “good”	  and	  write	  down	  other	  ideas	  that	  emerge	  as	  a	  

result	  of	  the	  discussion.	  

• I	  will	  use	  these	  ideas	  as	  a	  benchmark	  and	  revisit	  the	  same	  discussion	  at	  the	  

end	  of	  the	  unit.	  

2. Time	  spent	  on	  writing	  tasks	  

• Students	  will	  be	  given	  a	  writing	  assignment	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  unit.	  

• They	  will	  have	  about	  15	  minutes	  for	  planning,	  in	  which	  we	  collaborate	  on	  

ideas	  and	  topics,	  and	  then	  20	  minutes	  to	  write.	  

• I	  will	  observe	  how	  much	  of	  the	  allotted	  time	  is	  actually	  spent	  on	  writing	  tasks	  

and	  keeping	  notes	  on	  a	  clipboard.	  

3. Quality	  of	  writing	  based	  on	  6+1	  rubric,	  which	  is	  common	  across	  my	  district	  

• The	  writing	  assignment	  listed	  above	  will	  be	  evaluated	  based	  on	  the	  6+1	  

rubric.	  

• This	  writing	  piece	  and	  the	  evaluation	  will	  be	  used	  as	  a	  benchmark.	  The	  same	  

rubric	  will	  be	  used	  on	  writing	  assignments	  throughout	  the	  unit,	  and	  I	  will	  

track	  changes	  both	  collectively	  as	  a	  class	  and	  individually	  based	  on	  a	  few	  

target	  students	  who	  volunteer	  for	  more	  in-‐depth	  research.	  
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Teaching	  Plan:	  Unit	  using	  Models	  and	  Mentor	  Texts	  for	  Various	  Writing	  Genres	  and	  Tasks	  

	   Time	  Frame:	  4	  to	  5	  Weeks	  Before	  the	  Winter	  Break—The	  timeline	  and	  specific	  

strategies	  are	  outlined	  below.	  

	   This	  research	  proposal	  is	  really	  to	  assess	  the	  results	  of	  beginning	  to	  use	  mentor	  

texts	  to	  guide	  writing	  in	  my	  classroom.	  After	  the	  Winter	  Break,	  if	  the	  mentor	  texts	  are	  

working,	  I	  will	  continue	  to	  use	  and	  assess	  the	  strategy	  at	  greater	  length.	  The	  students	  will	  

be	  keeping	  writing	  portfolios	  throughout	  the	  year,	  and	  ultimately,	  those	  portfolios	  will	  be	  

used	  to	  evaluate	  how	  the	  use	  of	  mentor	  texts	  has	  affected	  their	  writing.	  

	   When	  I’m	  introducing	  a	  mentor	  text,	  I	  will	  ask	  students	  certain	  questions	  to	  help	  

them	  dig	  into	  it	  and	  break	  it	  down	  into	  why	  it	  works.	  The	  guiding	  questions	  for	  each	  

mentor	  text	  will	  be	  along	  the	  following	  lines:	  

• What	  is	  the	  most	  effective	  or	  strongest	  part	  of	  this	  text	  for	  you?	  What	  part	  of	  it	  grabs	  

you?	  Why?	  How	  did	  the	  author	  make	  you	  do	  that?	  

• What	  is	  the	  author’s	  point?	  How	  does	  he	  or	  she	  let	  you	  know	  that’s	  the	  point?	  In	  

what	  ways	  does	  he	  or	  she	  build	  on	  that	  point	  and	  really	  drive	  it	  home?	  

• What	  are	  some	  of	  the	  features	  of	  this	  genre?	  If	  we	  were	  to	  make	  a	  map	  or	  graphic	  

organizer	  for	  this	  piece,	  what	  would	  it	  look	  like?	  

For	  the	  first	  mentor	  text	  I	  introduce,	  we	  will	  read	  it	  aloud	  as	  a	  class.	  Then,	  I	  will	  ask	  

students	  to	  look	  through	  the	  text	  and	  sticky-‐note,	  underline,	  or	  highlight	  the	  part	  they	  think	  

is	  the	  strongest	  or	  the	  part	  that	  grabs	  them	  the	  most	  and	  the	  author’s	  point.	  Then,	  we	  will	  

share	  those	  in	  class	  discussion	  using	  the	  document	  reader	  and	  the	  guiding	  questions	  above.	  
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Finally,	  we	  will	  make	  a	  map	  or	  graphic	  organizer	  for	  the	  text	  as	  a	  class.	  For	  the	  next	  mentor	  

text,	  I	  will	  have	  students	  work	  with	  partners	  to	  go	  through	  the	  process	  as	  I	  circulate	  and	  

provide	  guidance	  as	  needed.	  Then,	  we	  will	  share	  out	  as	  a	  whole	  class.	  The	  partner	  work	  

and	  then	  whole-‐group	  sharing	  will	  be	  the	  method	  we	  use	  to	  analyze	  each	  text	  after	  the	  first	  

one,	  unless	  students	  are	  struggling	  with	  a	  particular	  text.	  

Post-‐Assessments	  

1. Student	  definitions	  of	  good	  writing	  

• Students	  will	  repeat	  the	  reflective	  writing	  from	  the	  Pre-‐Assessment,	  with	  one	  

added	  question:	  Have	  the	  models	  used	  in	  the	  past	  few	  weeks	  changed	  your	  

perceptions	  about	  “good”	  writing?	  If	  so,	  how?	  

2. Time	  spent	  on	  writing	  tasks	  

• Students	  will	  complete	  a	  final	  in-‐class	  writing	  assignment.	  

• I	  will	  observe	  students	  and	  make	  note	  of	  the	  time	  spent	  on	  task	  and	  the	  

visible	  effort	  spent	  on	  the	  writing	  activity,	  keeping	  notes	  on	  a	  clipboard.	  

3. Quality	  of	  writing	  based	  on	  6+1	  Rubric	  

• The	  writing	  piece	  will	  be	  evaluated	  using	  the	  6+1	  Rubric.	  I	  will	  compare	  the	  

class	  averages	  to	  those	  on	  the	  first	  writing	  assessment.	  In	  addition,	  I	  will	  

compare	  individual	  assignments	  from	  a	  few	  students	  who	  volunteer	  to	  be	  the	  

subjects	  of	  more	  in-‐depth	  research.	  

Human	  Subjects	  Review:	  

For	  the	  purposes	  of	  this	  research	  project,	  I	  don’t	  think	  that	  I	  will	  need	  permission	  forms	  for	  

any	  part	  of	  it.	  I	  will	  mostly	  be	  collecting	  written	  artifacts,	  and	  the	  students’	  names	  will	  be	  
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removed	  from	  them.	  However,	  I	  would	  notify	  students	  and	  parents	  and	  give	  them	  an	  “opt	  

out”	  sort	  of	  permission	  slip	  in	  case	  they	  do	  not	  want	  to	  be	  included	  in	  the	  research.	  I	  would	  

also	  inform	  my	  director	  of	  my	  plan	  for	  research.	  He	  is	  interested	  in	  innovation,	  and	  there	  is	  

also	  a	  bonus	  section	  of	  our	  professional	  evaluations	  that	  discusses	  ways	  in	  which	  the	  

teacher	  goes	  above	  and	  beyond	  the	  minimum	  requirements	  of	  the	  job.	  I	  will	  also	  ask	  a	  

couple	  of	  students	  to	  be	  the	  subjects	  of	  more	  in-‐depth,	  individual	  research,	  and	  I	  will	  make	  

a	  more	  specific	  permission	  slip	  for	  them.	  

Timeline:	  

Week	  1	  (Estimated	  November	  5th-‐9th)	  

• Surveys—attitudes	  toward	  writing,	  idea	  of	  what	  makes	  writing	  good,	  etc.	  	  

• Write	  reflectively	  about	  lengths,	  how	  detailed	  do	  they	  think	  they	  are,	  etc.	  Repeat	  at	  

the	  end	  to	  see	  how	  they	  feel.	  Have	  them	  write	  reflectively	  about	  their	  own	  writing	  at	  

the	  end.	  

• In	  class	  writing	  assignment—How	  much	  will	  students	  write?	  What	  will	  the	  quality	  

of	  writing	  be?	  Evaluate	  with	  6+1	  

o What similarities can we find between great poems and masterpieces of other 

kinds?	  

• Begin	  using	  real-‐world,	  teacher,	  and	  expert	  mentor	  texts	  that	  are	  

comparison/contrast	  essays	  or	  articles	  

o We	  will	  start	  with	  some	  consumer-‐oriented	  texts	  that	  compare	  and	  contrast	  

products	  
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o We	  will	  also	  read	  at	  least	  one	  literary	  analysis	  essay	  that	  compares	  and	  

contrasts	  the	  use	  of	  literary	  devices	  in	  different	  poems,	  since	  that	  is	  the	  type	  

of	  writing	  students	  will	  be	  doing	  next	  

Week	  2	  (Estimated	  November	  12th-‐16th)	  

• In	  class	  writing	  assignment—How	  much	  will	  students	  write?	  What	  will	  the	  quality	  

of	  writing	  be?	  Evaluate	  with	  6+1	  

o One-‐Day	  Essay:	  Write an essay that compares and contrasts aspects of the use of 

a literary device in two different poems. Discuss at least three aspects.	  

o The poem choices for this assignment will be poems that the students are already 

familiar with from their literature class. They will have a choice of four or five 

different poems.	  

• Class	  discussion	  about	  having	  models-‐record	  verbal	  responses	  

• Continue	  using	  mentor	  texts	  

o This	  week,	  the	  focus	  will	  be	  on	  writing	  about	  art	  and	  continuing	  comparing	  

and	  contrasting	  

o Articles	  for	  comparing	  and	  contrasting	  might	  look	  at	  artistic	  styles	  or	  periods	  

specifically	  

Week	  3	  (Estimated	  November	  19th-‐20th)	  

• In	  class	  writing	  assignment— View a reproduction of a Grecian Urn and write an essay 

in which you discuss the ways in which reading Keats’s rendering of the urn is a different 

experience than viewing it. Discuss at least three differences. 	  

o Will be take home for students planning on going away for Thanksgiving	  
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Week	  4	  (Estimated	  November	  26th-‐30th)	  

• Students	  will	  continue	  working	  with	  models	  of	  comparing	  and	  contrasting	  

o I	  would	  like	  to	  find	  articles	  comparing	  and	  contrasting	  different	  musical	  

artists	  that	  the	  students	  are	  familiar	  with	  for	  this,	  since	  they	  are	  going	  to	  

move	  from	  comparing	  poetry	  and	  art	  to	  comparing	  poetry	  and	  music	  

• In-‐Class	  Writing	  Assignment—How	  does	  your	  favorite	  song	  compare	  to	  a	  classic	  

poem?	  

• At	  the	  end	  of	  this	  week,	  I	  will	  ask	  students	  to	  reflect	  on	  the	  mentor	  texts	  we’ve	  used	  

and	  create	  a	  guidebook	  for	  the	  comparison/contrast	  genre	  in	  their	  writer’s	  

notebooks.	  

• At	  the	  end	  of	  this	  week,	  the	  students	  will	  also	  complete	  the	  post-‐assessments	  

By	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Winter	  Break	  

• Analyze	  student	  writing	  samples	  looking	  for	  similarities	  and	  differences.	  

• 	  Compare	  reflective	  writing	  data	  from	  the	  beginning	  and	  from	  the	  end	  of	  the	  study.	  	  

• After	  the	  break,	  share	  findings	  with	  students	  and	  parents,	  present	  at	  a	  department	  

meeting	  for	  ELA,	  and	  with	  my	  director.	  

Continuing	  Throughout	  the	  School	  Year	  

	   I	  will	  continue	  to	  use	  mentor	  texts	  throughout	  the	  school	  year	  with	  different	  genres	  

of	  writing.	  Students	  will	  be	  collecting	  their	  writing	  in	  portfolios,	  and	  we	  will	  revisit	  their	  

work	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  school	  year.	  Students	  will	  be	  asked	  to	  write	  reflectively	  on	  their	  body	  

of	  work	  as	  a	  whole,	  specifically	  thinking	  about	  the	  following	  questions:	  
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• Have	  you	  changed	  as	  a	  writer	  since	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  school	  year?	  If	  so,	  how?	  If	  

not,	  why	  have	  you	  remained	  the	  same?	  

• What,	  if	  anything,	  has	  helped	  you	  the	  most	  in	  this	  writing	  course?	  Why?	  

• What,	  if	  anything,	  didn’t	  help	  you	  at	  all?	  Why?	  

• Where	  would	  you	  like	  to	  go	  from	  here,	  as	  a	  writer?	  What	  can	  you	  do	  to	  get	  you	  

there?	  

As	  I	  read	  these	  reflective	  pieces,	  I	  will	  look	  for	  any	  mention	  of	  the	  mentor	  texts	  to	  further	  

evaluate	  the	  how	  effective	  they	  have	  been.	  I	  will	  also	  look	  at	  the	  students’	  whole	  bodies	  of	  

work	  to	  evaluate	  the	  full	  impact	  of	  mentor	  texts.	  


