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Sea of Self-Confidence and Scaffolds 

By Heidi Weber 

“A teacher who adds to a student’s self-confidence enables that student to grow exponentially.” –Anonymous 

Self-reflection 

 I always felt like I was a good writer.  It came easy to me.  But why?  I really had to think about 

it.  My teachers always praised specific attributes of my writing and that made me want to please them 

more.  They gave me constructive feedback and I used it.  They gave me the confidence to take risks; an 

important life skill.  No risk, no reward.  Through helping my students build confidence as writers I knew 

that I would also be helping prepare them for lifelong learning. Self-confidence and scaffolding:  that is 

what I discovered it would take help students set sail as writers and grow in exponential ways as learners. 

My journey started with collaboration 

Every year I always take on some new challenge.  I understood how important writing instruction 

was to a balanced literacy program.  Better writers…better readers.  Yet as I strived to expose my students 

to a variety of genres and texts, I often fell short inspiring my students to write just as much.  It came so 

easily to me.  Why did I have students groaning and staring at blank pages?  Three years ago I was 

blessed to have a parent of one of my students share her expertise as a writing coach. I opened myself to 

her wisdom and the collaboration we shared transformed how I viewed writing instruction in the 

classroom.  It was so simple…and what began as a re-visioning of the writing process became the anchor 

I needed as a writer to lift and set sail, bringing along many eager and excited children on the expedition.  

It all started with a simple plan.   

Don’t always teach…WRITE 

My next epiphany came when I read a great article: Through Conversations With Leaders: 

Principles of Effective Writing Instruction (Zumbrunn 2012) and my philosophies started to evolve.  

Principle 1: “Effective writing instructors realize the impact of their own writing beliefs, experiences, and 

practices.”  First and foremost, I had to let my students see me as a writer.  I began to convey my 

thoughts, feelings, and ideas freely with them.  They saw me take risks, think aloud, and explore my 

emotions as provided the window into my mind.  I would make my thoughts visible. I would show them 

how I learned from other writers; those authors that had me hanging on every word. When I wrote with 

them, I did not construct specific mini-lessons on craft, grammar, or mechanics.  I simply showed them 

how my ideas flow and transform on to paper.  This is how I guided them to write…just let what is in 

their mind explode onto paper by starting with a sketched plan. “For students to become good writers they 

must do more than practice skills—they must have personal reasons for writing.” (Culham 2005). I shared 

my personal reasons for writing, my plan, so that they could uncover the ones they had hidden below the 

decks.   

Writing is communicating our thinking 

To begin, I showed my students that writing is about thinking.  Exactly what is in my head and 

how in the world do I help it escape?  Really I did have a plan in my head when I wrote.  I showed them 
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how I planned a quick idea with sketches.  With each part of a sketch, my students quickly discovered 

that they could add a thought and then as they think more about it, more detail came from that thought.  I 

watched them go from these sketches to a non-stop concentrated pursuit of text.  Their plans gave them 

confidence that they had an idea they could convey into printed word.   So our plans became that first 

scaffold. 

 

From plans to drafts to author celebration 

Getting my kids to just write was the first important step.  To be writers, they had to see 

themselves as writers.  Let it flow.  Drafting became a window into their hearts and minds.  As I watched 

my students use their plans to navigate an idea, I was transfixed. The real excitement began.  Every 

attempt was encouraged and applauded.  I always told them what I saw they were doing so very well, 

from simply helping me be able to read their work because they put spaces between their words to how 

excited I was that they remembered to indent a paragraph.  Something positive could always be found, 

and often I found more things to cheer them on about than I did as goals to work on. Soon I realized that 

the 2
nd

 principle: “Effective writing instruction encourages student motivation and engagement,” was 

critical.  Planning was engaging and motivating.  That is all we needed to drift away on a sea of written 

expression.  Everyone’s first attempt was published as I typed it, they illustrated it and we shared them 

aloud with a big celebration.  They saw themselves as authors and wanted to do it again and again. 

 

Each writer has uniqueness  

Once my students started to express and feel secure in simply just writing, I started to help them 

look for something we could make even better.  Plans became less “sketches” and more just quick notes 

or checks.  The children were truly thinking about their own thinking.  Scaffolding became easier as I 

could set small goals for each student. There was always some new water they could test.  In this way, I 

steered and shaped each writer as an individual; I set the course and lit the way for each writer.  It wasn’t 

always about one singular lesson for the day.  It was about a suggested tip, some concentrated feedback, 

and then time for each student to experiment with how they might apply this tip to his or her own style.  

Short mini-lessons with connected feedback solidified the 3
rd

 principle: “effective writing instruction 

begins with clear and deliberate planning, but is also flexible.”  Sure I had a lesson plan and goals in 

mind, but scaffolding was key. Through revision we discovered that we could shape our thoughts.  

Through editing we learned that we could improve our quality for those audiences we craved.  My 

mission was to take what they gave me and help them steer their own ships. 

 

Releasing of responsibility 

My writers were off and sailing away on their voyages and I knew that I would need to release 

them, checking in with them from time to time to continue to guide, encourage, and on occasion squeeze 

in a teaching point.  Letting go and giving them the freedom to come into ‘port’ whenever they needed it 

and they quickly began to do just that.  Each day became a continuation of the day before, picking up 
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where they left off or getting ready to chart a new course and set sail on their own writing ‘sea’; an ocean 

of endless possibilities.  Releasing this responsibility became easy and scaffolds continued to lift.  

Quickly visitors in my room learned they would come in and find me sitting on a stool next to a writer 

sharing his or her excitement while the rest of my students were busy doing their own writing.  This 

allowed me to confer with my writers as I found Lucy Calkins’ advice to be my anchor: “It is helpful, 

therefore, to study what the child has already done and listen for what the child is trying to do with an eye 

towards being able to name something the child has done as a writer that we value.”  

 

How technology facilitated it all 

No doubt…our students are living in the digital age.  Not only are we composing more text using 

computers and other adaptive devices, we are also reading more text on digital devices.  I have heard 

claims that our technology has students communicating less.  I feel they communicate MORE.  So to 

bring that into my classroom, I had students read electronically with Nook devices, explore poetry 

“building” and other writing apps on iPads, listen to other writers on iPod audiobooks, and even record 

and listen to themselves read their own works.  However the most powerful tool we found for writing 

came in the form of a digital camera and projector.  This opened the door for sharing our work because 

not only could we listen to the words we wrote; we could display them for everyone to see.  Nothing 

motivated my students more than seeing a classmate display a work in progress so that we could offer our 

praise, our suggestions, and even our gentle criticisms.  Risk taking was transformed to new levels.  We 

could not share enough.  Everyone wanted his/her work to be seen and critiqued.  Feedback was begged 

for.  They wanted to know what their audiences liked about their style and what they could do to enhance 

a piece.  Most days writers asked for suggestions to improve.  Writers began shifting scaffolds with and 

for each other. The excitement was impossible to contain. 

 

Shaping and refining…and growing together 

Once my students were writing with confidence and independence, the next step was to continue 

guiding and re-evaluating their scaffold.  While each student had individual goals, taking their ideas and 

showing them how to improve a small part was the next important step.  We began to learn together how 

to enhance our work (both theirs and mine) through the writing traits.  As we read the work of other 

writers, we studied these authors’ uses of traits.  Then we would hunt for them in our own work.  Next we 

started adding them as we revised. Sometimes a small change could be made.  Other times we discovered 

we could make big changes or maybe we would just start over. We were growing together with each 

revision, addition, or change.  Principle 4 came into play: “Effective writing instruction and practice 

happen every day.”  We didn’t just write during writing workshop.  We wrote when we explored our 

metacognition as readers on post-it notes, we responded to texts with our opinions, thoughts, and feelings.  

We wrote letters to each other.  Homework became an exciting experience where students would select 

their own texts and write a letter responding to what they read to present to classmates.  There was no line 

between “reading and writing” time. 
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Students become the facilitators 

Writing with the students also helped me discover the need to keep reflecting on my own 

practice.  The shift became about students learning from other writers…in their own classroom.  

“Effective writing instruction is a scaffolded collaboration between teachers and students” was the 5
th
 

principle. Watching my students guide, encourage, motivate, and inspire each other I knew we had truly 

transcended every goal I could have ever set.  I was no longer the lighthouse providing the beacon of hope 

and spark.  I had a room full of shining lights.  Students were learning from each others’ successes and 

challenges. 

 

Rubric building and self-reflection 

Embracing the idea that we can always improve, we began to explore rubrics as tools for self-

reflection and assessment; further scaffolds for my writers.  We took feedback to the next level.  

Conversations about evaluating work became important.  We examined other writers then we started to 

use those criteria to apply to our own efforts.  Together we developed our own sets of rubrics that we 

continually shaped and refined as our skills continued to grow.  Eventually my students would take a 

rubric, highlight where they felt they were and then discuss with me what they might add or improve to 

their writing now.  By the end of the year we could easily discuss what goals they wanted for themselves.   

My writers had become the captains of their own ships ready to construct their own scaffolds. 

 

Another year ends 

So as we come back to port to dock for the summer, I reflect on what we have gained. It has been 

an amazing year of growth for my students and I.  Learning to plan internally or externally has unlocked 

their potential; it gave them the self-confidence to jump in and let their thinking flow.  Scaffolding 

individual skills has shaped their craft.  They truly had grown exponentially.  Yet I feel the journey for us 

all has just begun. While my students might tie their ships up for some fun in the sun, I know that it will 

not be long before they set sail again. 
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SHOW AND TELL… Windows into my writing instruction 

My journey started with collaboration… 

Re-examining the writing process with a focus 

on how planning helps students as a scaffold. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Don’t always teach…write! 

Modeling how my idea flows from a plan to a draft: 

“Effective writing instructors realize the impact of their own writing beliefs, experiences, and 

practices.” 

There is no one “way” to plan! 

Using our document camera and projector, I can easily model how I am a writer for my students!  They 

watch me as the writing flows from my mind through my hand to the page. 
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Writing is communicating our thinking 

From a plan to print…my models helped students unlock their ideas.  

Then later we could go back, revise and edit. 
Fr 

 

 

 

 

 

From plans to drafts to author celebration 

“Effective writing instruction encourages student motivation and engagement.” 

Students become encouraged and motivated as their work is 

“published” and enjoyed by everyone! 

 

The more we shared, the more we wanted to write so we could 

keep sharing! 

 

 

Modeling a circled “check” to 

make sure I have a main idea.  

Other “checks” are to show that I 

have added this many details for 

my plan part. 
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Each writer has uniqueness 

“Effective writing instruction begins with clear and deliberate planning, but is also flexible.” 

While the “traits” gave my lessons direction and common language for us all, 

each student found they were stronger with some than others, so feedback 

often took the form of encouraging students to keep using the traits we 

identified.  Highlighters helped us identify various traits and students could see 

which traits they were using the most then they could work on improving others. 

Together we discovered that different traits helped our purpose, engaged our 

audiences, and defined our individual styles. 

          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Modeling “sentence 

fluency” by having 

students discover 

how I started each 

sentence in my 

piece. They 

determined I had 

some repetition but 

also used a few 

temporal words. 
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Releasing of responsibility 

Writing folders to keep work in progress… 

 

 

 

 

 

As student needs arose, Individual “scaffolds” were created.  Visual 

prompts, “catchy” tips as songs, anything to help a student 

internalize a specific skill.  Some became tools for all:   

(Reminder “stickers” for those who needed 

to be mindful of punctuation; a paragraph 

organizer graphic with a “space theme” for 

a student who needed visual cues.) 

  

 

How technology facilitated it all 

Sharing work visually  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keeping their own work… Plans, drafts, editing folders. 

Students collected the 

drafts they didn’t want to 

publish to save. 
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iPad apps promote writing (Word Mover and Storylines) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shaping and refining…and growing together 

“Effective writing instruction and practice happen everyday.” 

Writing wasn’t just during “workshop time”…we wrote all the time as 

we examined what we read: 

Writing poems on the iPad; 

collaborating to create short stories 

(screen shots of student work) 
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    Homework reading response letters each week (outlines of choices, 

rubric criteria, standards addressed):  

 

Students become the facilitators 

“Effective writing instruction is a scaffolded collaboration between teachers and students.” 

Students work with buddies to write, revise, and edit 

 

 

 

Board to 

organize writing 

buddies; 

checklists to help 

students scaffold 

each other. 
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Students assessed samples of other student writers to judge the “quality”: 

         

 

 

  

Students 

enjoyed 

constructing text 

together. 

Students in one class would examine 

work done by students in another 

class.  This helped them look for 

qualities they wanted in their own 

writing.  They also used their self-

created criteria to create rubrics and 

further scaffold their work. 
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Rubric building and self-reflection 

Some rubrics we built together as we discussed what goals we had: 

 

Self-assessment sample, student plan for improvement, and parent info: 

      

 

 
     

 

 

Do 


