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Essential Writing Lessons
Target the essential 
lessons to accelerate 
student writing per unit.

4-PART SERIES
• PART 1: Prioritize the “info.”

• PART 3: Persuade & argue.
• PART 4: Note narrative non-negotiables.

• PART 2: Organize by genre.
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Narrative non-negotiables
Target the two required elements of every story— 

the problem and its solution.

PART 4
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Understand the expectations.
COMMON CORE W3 |  INDIANA W3.3

Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or 
events using effective technique, well-chosen details, and 
well-structured event sequences.

NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Plan narrative-writing experiences.

TRADITIONAL 
NARRATIVE GENRES 

• REALISTIC (e.g., personal 
narratives, adventure story, 
mystery, memoir, etc.).

• FANTASY (e.g., fairy tale,  
fable, myth, etc.).

DEVELOPMENTAL STAGES Target the essential writing skills/traits.

PURPOSE | TO ENTERTAIN
Generate a story or  
partial story that is  
rooted in a topic or text.

Nadine Gilkison                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 www.SmekensEducation.com 

Persuade

Nadine Gilkison                        www.SmekensEducation.com

Persuade

PICTORIAL 
WRITING

LABEL
WRITING

SENTENCE
WRITING

LIST
WRITING

Ingredients
Essential

Characteristics
Sophisticated

IDEAS | The type of information 
included in the writing. 
 
ORGANIZATION  | The  
arrangement of the information 
in the writing.  

CONVENTIONS  | The writing’s 
level of correctness. 
 
 
 
VOICE | The attitude or tone 
conveyed within the writing.

WORD CHOICE | The specific 
and precise vocabulary within 
the writing.

SENTENCE FLUENCY | The flow 
of sentences across the writing.

• CONTINUE the story (e.g., 
What happens next/the next 
time).

• REWRITE the perspective.

• INSERT the missing part, 
scene, or page.

• Write FICTION BASED ON 
FACT (e.g., sci-fi, historical 
fiction, etc.).

NARRATIVE RESPONSES 
TO TEXTS
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• Orient the reader by establishing a situation 
and/or introducing characters.

• Tell about the events in the order in which 
they occurred. 

• Use transitions/temporal words to signal 
event order.

• Include dialogue, sensory details, and details 
to describe actions, thoughts, and feelings 
of characters.

• Provide a conclusion/sense of closure. 

NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Target essential skills.

STANDARDS VERBIAGE
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NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Define the shape of stories.

Create a basic plot
Make something happen to someone

Clarify story versus description.

• Flat line

• Rocket ship

• Crash landing
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Name Story/Title   Author

7

BEGINNING
character, setting, 
and motivation

RESOLUTION

CLIMAX

RIS
IN

G A
CTIO

N

pro
blem gets 

worse
/b

igger

FA
LLIN

G
 A

C
TIO

N

RIDE THE
STORY

PLOT

PROBLEM
conflict

Storyboard

Identify the final action  
 and the solution
 or resolution.

Describe the climax.

©2018 Smekens Education Solutions • www.SmekensEducation.com  
  

Identify the wish or want.Identify setting and main character(s).

Identify the problem. Add tension. Describe the problem getting worse/bigger.

Utilize the same reader 
note-taking tool when 
preparing to write a 
narrative.

Start with the middle.
Readers expect a story 
to have a problem.

Reveal the flag icon

• Construction flagger

• Lifeguard flag

Honor that stories require conflict.
The main character 
has a problem 
with himself. 

The main character  
has a problem  
with someone. 

The main character  
has a problem  
with something.

The character must face a fear 
or make a difficult choice.  

The character disagrees or has 
a problem with one or more 
characters.

The character disagrees with 
a rule, law, belief, or value 
that a group possesses.

The character faces an animal, 
a disease, or weather that is 
beyond his control.

man v. nature 

man v. man

man v. self

man v. society

man v. technology
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NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Emphasize the story structure.

Hook and satisfy readers
Start & end the story intentionally

Determine the solution.

• Solve the problem by having the 
character achieve his wish or want.

• Resolve the problem for the reader 
with an explanation/understanding.

Reveal the icon.

Readers expect problems to get solved.

Someone 
helped. 

Another character helped to make things better 
(e.g., someone came to the rescue, someone 
had an idea or advice, several characters offered 
support and teamwork, etc.).

Something 
helped. 

Something 
changed.

The main character continued to try until the 
problem was solved (e.g., tried different ways, 
didn’t give up, trial and error, good decisions/
attempts v. bad decisions/attempts). 

These problems are not necessarily “fixed” 
by the end— but things “got better” when the 
character’s attitude or actions changed (e.g., 
he took a chance, he chose to be brave, he 
embraced a new attitude, he decided to change, 
etc.). 

Or, things “got better” when the setting changed 
and time passed (e.g., the weather improved, the 
party came and went, time healed the wound, 
felt better in the morning, etc.).

Orient the reader with a beginning.

Consider the most important character and setting details needed— if any. 
• Determine who will face the problem.

• Introduce the where and/or when.

NOW IT’S YOUR TURN!
Go on to page 7

©2018 Smekens Education Solutions • www.SmekensEducation.com  

Mom has short black hair.

Dad got Mom a new scarf.

Mom loves her iPad. Mom loves Chinese food.

Mom’s birthday is today. 

Mom’s favorite color is blue.

Mom loves flowers.

Mom is turning 30 years old. 

Mom has my artwork all over 
the house.

Mom got me clothes for 
my birthday.

We are going to Grandma’s       
house for Mom’s party.

Mom is really tall. 

UNIMPORTANT
CHARACTER DETAILS

IMPORTANT
CHARACTER DETAILS
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I don’t have a present for my 
mom’s birthday.

I draw a picture of blue flowers 
to be her iPad home screen.

?
MIDDLE: What’s the problem?

END: How does it get solved?

Identify Essential Character Details
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Middle • Mix Up

End • Fix Up

Beginning • Set Up
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NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Stretch the middle.

Sequence time & events
Connect action with transitions

Make the problem/conflict worsen with rising action. 
Identify the type of 
supporting details 
that will develop the 
problem. 

Storyboard
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Identify setting and main character(s).

Identify the problem.

Identify the solution.

Storyboard
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Identify setting and main character(s).

Identify the problem. Add tension. Describe the problem getting worse/bigger.

Identify the solution.

Storyboard
Identify the wish or want.

Identify the problem.

Describe the climax.
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Add tension. Describe the problem getting worse/bigger.

Identify the solution
            and/or resolution.
 

Identify setting and main character(s).
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Name Story/Title   Author

7

BEGINNING
character, setting, 
and motivation

RESOLUTION

CLIMAX
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RIDE THE
STORY

PLOT

PROBLEM
conflict

ALL SILHOUETTE ICONS 
& GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS

NOW IT’S YOUR TURN!
Return to page 7
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NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Move beyond personal narratives.

Expose students to 4 types of narrative-writing tasks.

TRADITIONAL 
WRITING PROMPT

Narrative Writing

READ-WRITE 
PROMPT

• Typically based on a literary text.

• Generates a narrative response. 

• Typically requires students to continue the story 
or rewrite it from another character’s point of 
view.

• Requires multiple details from the original text(s).

• Allows for more than one possible response.

Now: 

Then: 
• Based on background knowledge.

• Generates a narrative response. 

• Typically requires students to recall a personal 
experience. 

• Allows for more than one possible response.

Generate narratives in response to 
reading.

How should students incorporate 
evidence in a narrative response?

Narrative-Writing Task

Continue the story. 

Rewrite the perspective.

Insert the missing piece.

Write fiction based on fact.

1

2

3

4

Define what counts as evidence.  
Review what students 
know as “evidence” 
when writing informative 
and persuasive 
responses. 

 
 
 

Clarify that “evidence” 
in narratives means 
weaving in details from 
the original text.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Identify the details to 
include.

• Repeat setting details.

• Repeat character 
feelings, traits, 
thoughts, actions, 
words.

• Repeat plot (problem, 
solution, action, event, 
theme) details.
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Rewrite
the same plot

from a
different

character’s
viewpoint.

• Incorporate the same characters. 

• Describe the same problem & solution.

• Reveal a different character’s 
perspective.
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I lived on a street where all the houses were the same.We all liked it that way. “This is a neat street,” we would say. Then 
one day…

A seagull flew over my neighbor Mr. Plumbean’s house. The bird 
was carrying a can of  bright orange paint. (I don’t know why.) And it 
dropped the can (I don’t know why) right over Mr. Plumbean’s house. I 
am glad it missed mine.

It made a big orange splot on my neighbor’s house.“Ooooh! Too bad!” we all said. “Mr. Plumbean will have to paint 
his house again.”

“I suppose I will,” he said. But he didn’t paint his house right away, 
which made me upset. I had to see this big orange splot every time I 
looked out my window or left my house! It didn’t match everyone else’s 
house! It stood out! I often spied Mr. Plumbean looking at the splot 
for long periods of  time; then he always went about his business. That 
seemed odd.

The other neighbors got tired of  seeing that big orange splot too. 
Someone said, “Mr. Plumbean, we wish you’d get around to painting 
your house.”

“O.K.,” said Mr. Plumbean.
That cool night Mr. Plumbean spent the whole night painting. I 

should know as the noise kept me awake for all of  it.In the morning when we came out of  our houses, ours were all the 
same. But Mr. Plumbean’s house was like a blinding rainbow! It was like 
a bizarre jungle! It was like a technicolor explosion! He had painted his 
roof  blue. The walls were white and painted over with red, yellow, green, 
and purple paints. 

There was the big orange splot—still! But now there were little 
orange splots! There were stripes! There were pictures of  elephants and 
lions and pretty girls (those I didn’t mind too much) and steamshovels! 
My eyes couldn’t take it!

Everyone else said, “Plumbean has popped his cork, flipped his wig, 
blown his stack, and dropped his stopper.” They went away muttering, 
but I was left there for my eyes to burn.That day Mr. Plumbean bought carpenter’s tools. That night he built 
a tower on top of  his roof. He kept me awake for that night too! All that 
pounding! And he painted a clock on the tower! The clock didn’t even 
work—it was just paint! This guy was truly coocoo for Coco Puffs.The next day everyone else said, “Plumbean has gushed his mush, 
lost his marbles, and slipped his hawser.” They decided they would 
pretend not to notice, but I couldn’t. How could I? I hadn’t slept in 
three days. 

That very night Mr. Plumbean got a truck full of  green things. 
He planted palm trees, baobabs, thorn bushes, onions, and frangipani. 
I heard him shoveling constantly throughout the night. Whenever he 
dug into a rock, he got his pickaxe to strike the rock repeatedly—Clank! 
Clank! Clank!—echoing inside of  my head.  In the morning he bought 
a hammock and an alligator.

When the other people came out of  their houses, they saw Mr. 
Plumbean swinging in a hammock between two palm trees. They saw 
an alligator lying in the grass. Mr. Plumbean was drinking lemonade.“Plumbean has gone too far!”“This used to be a neat street!”“Plumbean, what have you done to your house?” everyone else 

shouted.
“My house is me and I am it. My house is where I like to be and it 

looks like all my dreams,” Mr. Plumbean said.Everyone else went away. They came back to ask me since I lived 
next door to Mr. Plumbean to go and have a talk with him. “Tell him 
that we all liked it here before he changed his house. Tell him that his 
house has to be the same as ours so we can have a neat street.”Oh, I’d talk to him alright.

 I went to see Mr. Plumbean that evening. We sat under the palm 
trees drinking lemonade and talking all night—once again I didn’t get 
any sleep. But everything Mr. Plumbean told me made perfect sense.Early the next morning I went out to get lumber and rope and nails 
and paint. When everyone else came out of  their houses they saw my 
red and yellow ship next door to the house of  Mr. Plumbean.“What have you done to your house?” they shouted.“My house is me and I am it. My house is where I like to be and it 

looks like all my dreams,” I said as I have always loved ships.“He’s just like Plumbean!” the people said. “He’s got bees in his 
bonnet, bats in his belfry, and knots in his noodle!”Then, one by one, they went to see Mr. Plumbean, late at night. 
They would sit under the palm trees and drink lemonade and talk—and 
whenever anybody visited Mr. Plumbean’s house, the very next day that 
person would set about changing his own house.Whenever a stranger came to our street, the stranger would say, 
“This is not a neat street.”

Then we would all say, “Our street is us and we are it. Our street is 
where we like to be, and it looks like all our dreams. Come join us.”

Rewrite based on The Big Orange Splot, an original text by Daniel Manus Pinkwater

Rewrite
the perspective

NARRATIVE WRITING PROMPT: The original version of The Big Orange Splot is written 

in third person. Rewrite this story from the point of view of one of the neighbors. Use 

details from the text to support character descriptions, traits, and feelings.
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Ms. Purplewave lived on a street where all the houses were different.She liked it that way. So did everybody else on Ms. Purplewave’s street. “Our 
street is where we like to be, and it looks like all our dreams.” they would say. 
Then one day…

A squirrel walked by Ms. Purplewave’s house. He was carrying a shovel. 
(No one knows why.) And he dug a big hole (no one knows why) right in Ms. 
Purplewave’s yard.

It left a big space in Ms. Purplewave’s property.“Ooooh! Too bad!” everybody said. “Ms. Purplewave will have to fill it in.”
“I suppose I will,” said Ms. Purplewave. But she didn’t fill in the hole right 

away. She looked at the hole for a long time; then she went about her business.
The neighbors got tired of  seeing that big hole. Someone said, “Ms. 

Purplewave, we wish you’d get around to filling that hole.”“O.K.,” said Ms. Purplewave.
She got some tools, tiles, cement and some paint, and that night she got busy. 

She worked at night because it was quieter.When the cement was dry, it was painted blue with tiles around the opening. 
But the big hole was still there. 

In the morning the other people on the street came out of  their houses. But 
Ms. Purplewave’s house had something new.There was the big hole. And there was cement painted blue. There were tiles. 
There was water and hundreds of  fish too.The people said, “Purplewave’s idea is the bee’s knees, the cat’s pajamas, and 
an awesome opossum.” They went away chattering.That day Mr. Plumbean, who lived on her street, bought some tools. That 
night he built a fan using palm leaves that fell from his tree.The next day the people said, “Plumbean’s idea is off  the hook, off  the chain, 
and off  the goose.” They decided they should start on their houses too.Then, one by one, they set about changing anything that may put a hole in 
their dreams. Then they would all say, “Our street is where we like to be, and it 
looks like all our dreams. When things go awry, we just make it part of  our plan.”  

Rewrite based on The Big Orange Splot, an original text by Daniel Manus Pinkwater

Continue
the story
NARRATIVE WRITING PROMPT: Write what happens the 
next time one of the neighbors faces a similar circumstance. 
Use details from the original story when writing this version. 

• Incorporate the same characters. 

• Describe a similar problem & solution.

• Depict the same 
lesson learned—  
just sooner.

• Include a 
transitional 
introduction.

Mentor Text Anchor PaperKey IngredientsTask Type

Continue the story…

©2018 Smekens Education Solutions • www.SmekensEducation.com    

Feelings Actions

Speech Thoughts

F.A.S.T. FACTS
C H A R A C T E R  D E V E L O P M E N T

NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Move beyond personal narratives.

Expose students to 4 types of narrative-writing tasks.

“Continue”
the story
following

a similar plot.

1

2

F • Integrate feelings this character would possess. 
A • Describe actions this character would take. 
S • Detail spoken words this character would say. 
T • Whisper thoughts this character would have.

NarrativeNarrative
Generate a story based on a problem
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Insert the 
missing piece 

or page... 

• Dissect deleted 
scenes from 
movies.

This is the missing page from
Title

© 2018 Smekens Education Solutions, Inc.  •  www.SmekensEducation.com 
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  Original Text
Informational text found within Read 
and Succeed: Comprehension Level 6 
(Shell Education)

Gather details from the  
informational text, including:

• People/Subjects.
• Setting.
• Events/Activities.
 

Generate an original plot revealing:
• Accurate character and 

   setting details.
• A realistic problem.
• A plausible solution.
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I’m next! I’m pulled free from the other cups. The cold clank of  frosty ice fills my 

bottom and the surging rush of  liquid bubbles tickles my plastic sides. Ahhh… this is 

what I was made for. Glad to be of  service! 

The person pays for me. We’re off! As he walks down the street to California’s sand-

covered landscape shaped by the Pacific Ocean, he drains me of  the liquid. Then… 

Whirl! Whirl! Whirl! Splat! That jerk tossed me in the ocean! 

The strong current pushes me out—further, further, further from the shore. Nights 

and days stretch into mere repetition of  each other. The current continues to force 

me about like a leaf  in a slowly-swirling tornado. How long have I been here? Where 

am I going? Maybe I will end up in Hawaii.  I begin to fall apart.

Off  in the distance, I see things swirling around and hear moaning, too. What is it? 

A fish swims by. 

I ask, “What is going on over there? I can’t see it so well.”

“Kid, don’t you know anything.” He explains, “That’s the Great Pacific Garbage 

Patch! That’s where your types that get dumped into the ocean go! It’s massive! It 

might be twice as big as Texas or even the USA!”

The current sends me closer to the slowly swirling mass of  plastic cups, bottles, 

and bags. Most have fallen apart. There are tin cans and several plastic chairs—even a 

refrigerator.

Catching pieces of  conversations as I enter the chunky soup of  discarded items, I 

learn that some arrived via river debris and others were first washed down a storm 

drain. I find out that after some time most improperly disposed plastics end up here in 

the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. They fall apart, release chemicals, and then decay.

I slowly spin in the ocean, rotting away. Eventually… I’m completely… under… the 

water’s surface….

The Plastic Cup

NARRATIVE WRITING PROMPT: Write a fictional story based on 

information learned about the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. Include 

details from the original text to create character(s), setting, and plot.

Fact
Write Fiction

 from

Text 
evidence 
marked
in red

Writing based on “The Great Pacific Garbage 

Patch,” an article within Read and Succeed: 

Comprehension Level 6 (Shell Education)

Anchor PaperKey IngredientsTask Type

NARRATIVE NON-NEGOTIABLES
Move beyond personal narratives.

Expose students to 4 types of narrative-writing tasks.

Insert
the missing

piece or page.

3 • Demonstrate mastery of the story arc.

• Expand on ideas merely mentioned.

• Note the details that happen before 
and after 
the inserted 
information.

• Include a 
transitional 
introduction and/
or conclusion.
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Writing based on The Big Orange Splot, an original text by Daniel Manus Pinkwater

Insert
the missing

NARRATIVE WRITING PROMPT: Within the story The Big Orange Splot, Mr. Plumbean 

has an evening conversation with one of the neighbors. However, the author never reveals 

what they talked about. Write their likely conversation using details from the original text.
The neighbor went to talk to Mr. Plumbean. He was welcomed with blooming franjipani, swaying palm trees 

and a friendly alligator. After sipping his lemonade he asked, “Mr. Plumbean, what is going on with your house? 

We all have some concerns. You work all night long, your house is bright colors, and now you have an alligator!”

Mr. Plumbean smiled, taking a gulp from his glass, and responded, “Thanks for your concerns. I tell you that 

orange splot reminded me of  the sunrise one morning during my honeymoon. My late wife and I went to Africa. 

Back then, I worked a steamshovel. The pay was good and Martha always wanted to see elephants some place 

where they were free to roam. So Africa was where we went. We actually saw a lion in the jungle. This massive 

feline looked right at me! It was the most incredible thing I have ever seen. Martha saw her elephants and heard 

them blow their trumpets. The sound echoed throughout the plain. We rested in hammocks and drank lemonade 

under the shade of  palm trees. On the way back, we had a few days in London, so we got to see Big Ben.” Mr. 

Plumbean paused, taking a sip of  his lemonade. “I always wanted to go back to that time. Since I can’t, I thought 

I would bring it to me.”
“That sounds like a wonderful trip.”“It was,” Mr. Plumbean responded with his smile growing broader, stretching the tips of  his handlebar 

mustache almost to his eyes. “But that doesn’t explain your house,” said the neighbor. “We like living on a neat street. Your house makes 

our street not neat.”
“Well, there is not a day that goes by without me thinking about it. It seemed silly to only have it in my head—

why shouldn’t I make my home into my dream vacation? A house of  my dreams.” 
“Well, I suppose you should,” the neighbor smiled, holding his glass. “Now that you mention it, there are 

many people on this street who love to travel. They have been to many places.”
“Really?’ asked Mr. Plumbean. “It seems most folks here are more concerned about my mental well-being.”

“Well,” the neighbor chuckled. “There are the Smiths who went to Ireland and saw castles there. And the 

Browns went to India. My other neighbor went up in a hot-air balloon in New Mexico.”
Mr. Plumbean still smiled and asked, “And what about you?” “My favorite vacation was when I took a trip on a ship,” the neighbor responded with his eyes looking 

longingly past Mr. Plumbean as he remembered that time. “The clean sea breeze against my face made me 

suddenly feel free from all my troubles—I knew how seagulls must feel. And the coral-blue ocean stretched out 

for as far as the eye could see. There was a sense of  sheer wonder—what were all of  the secrets this ocean held 

right under me? And there were dolphins bursting out of  the water right next to the boat! They traveled next to 

us for a long time—they seemed as interested in us as we were of  them. It is my favorite memory.”

“How often do you think about that trip?”“Every day. If  I could live there, I would.” “Well, what’s stopping you from building a house of  your dreams?” Mr. Plumbean took another drink.

The neighbor stopped, his eyes fluttered, “Really, nothing.”“Then, I guess you better start working,” Mr. Plumbean held his glass up as if  he was toasting the man.

“Yes,” the neighbor responded, smiling. “I guess I should. I’ll see you soon.” 
By this time, it was early the next morning. He talked to Mr. Plumbean all night long! He set out to get lumber 

and nails and paint. Mr. Plumbean had inspired him to turn his house into a yellow ship. It looked perfect next to 

Mr. Plumbean’s house of  his dreams.

Mentor Text

Write fiction
based on

fact.

4

NarrativeNarrative
Generate a story based on a problem
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ESSENTIAL WRITING LESSONS
Final thoughts…

Teach writing versus assign writing.

Recognize the biggest takeaways.

1. List essential skills.

2. Identify lesson concepts to target each skill. 

3. Determine quantity of instructional days needed.

4. Plot a 2-3 skills and then a first-draft task.

5. Plot a 1-2 MORE skills and time for a NEW first draft.

6. Plot a 1-2 MORE skills and time for ANOTHER new first draft. 

Persuasive
Essentials 

Argumentative
Essentials 

Identify next steps.

• PART 1: Prioritize the “info.”

• PART 3: Persuade & argue.

• PART 4: Note narrative non-negotiables.

• PART 2: Organize by genre.Write about topics and texts.

Prioritize the traits of ideas and 
organization.

Target middles over beginnings 
and endings.

Create a writing curriculum of mini-units.


