
Lucy Calkins 
with Kelly Boland Hohne, Audra Kirshbaum Robb, and Colleagues 
from The Teachers College Reading and Writing Project

Photography by Peter Cunningham

heinemann ◆ Portsmouth, NH

Writing Pathways 
Performance Assessments and 
Learning Progressions, Grades K–8

6489_FM.indd   1 9/12/14   10:34 AM



Thanks especially to Tom Corcoran, Fritz Mosher, and the Center on 
Continuous Instructional Improvement at Teachers College, Columbia 
University. Their work with us has been funded by a grant from the William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation. We’re grateful to the foundation for the guidance 
we’ve received in learning progressions and performance assessments in relation 
to school reform.

We would also like to thank all the teachers who helped us collect, sort, and 
obtain permissions for the student work included here, and the entire staff of the 
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project.

Heinemann 
361 Hanover Street 
Portsmouth, NH 03801–3912 
www.heinemann.com

Offices and agents throughout the world

© 2015 by Lucy Calkins

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, 
including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a 
reviewer, who may quote brief passages in a review, with the exception of reproducible pages, which are identified 
by the Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K–8 copyright line and can be 
photocopied for classroom use only.

“Dedicated to Teachers” is a trademark of Greenwood Publishing Group, Inc.

Cataloging-in-Publication data is on file with the Library of Congress.

ISBN: 978-0-325-05730-9

Production: Elizabeth Valway, David Stirling, and Abigail Heim

Cover and interior designs: Jenny Jensen Greenleaf

Photographs by Peter Cunningham, David Stirling, and Nadine Baldasare

Composition: Publishers’ Design and Production Services, Inc.

Manufacturing: Steve Bernier

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

18 17 16 15 14  EBM  1 2 3 4 5

6489_FM.indd   2 9/16/14   1:29 PM



	 iii

Letter to Teachers  •  v

Part I	 About the Assessment System
Chapter 1	 An Assessment Toolkit  •  2

Chapter 2	 The First Step: Conducting On-Demand Performance Assessments  •  13

Chapter 3	 The Norming Meeting and Subsequent Scoring: Developing Shared Expectations  •  22

Chapter 4	 Using Early Results to Plan and Adapt Your Writing Curriculum  •  35

Chapter 5	 Self-Assessment Checklists: The What, the Why, and the How  •  40

Chapter 6	 Tracking Data: Both On-the-Run and Formal Record Keeping •  61

Chapter 7	 Teaching Informed by the Learning Progressions  •  69

Chapter 8	 Supporting Transference across the Content Areas  •  88

Chapter 9	 Designing Reading-Writing Performance Assessments  •  97

Part II	 The Assessment Tools
Opinion/Argument Writing

Learning Progressions
PreK–Grade 6  •  106
Grades 3–9  •  110

On-Demand Performance Assessment Prompt  •  116

Teaching Rubrics  •  117

Student Checklists  •  148

Leveled Student Writing Samples  •  175

Annotated Demonstration Texts  •  200

Contents

6489_FM.indd   3 9/12/14   10:34 AM





	 v

Expectations have never been higher �for young writers—nor for 
you, as a teacher of writing. This book will help you to translate these expecta-
tions into clear, understandable, and kid-friendly goals for your student writers, 

thereby enabling you and your students to rise to the challenge set by these soaring 
expectations. But a word to the wise: this book will be exponentially more potent if 
you and your colleagues use it in the company of one another. My colleagues and I 
have been dazzled by the results when teachers are given opportunities to pore over 
their collective students’ writing. As you do so, you can clarify shared goals for writers, 
norm expectations across grade levels, and, ultimately, become more expert at providing 
students with the individualized feedback they need for success.

Writing Pathways was initially written to undergird a grade-by-grade curriculum for 
teaching writing (Units of Study in Opinion/Argument, Information, and Narrative 
Writing K–8). Assessment will always work best when it fits tongue and groove into a 
curriculum. But this assessment system can also undergird curricula other than the one 
my colleagues and I have developed, as long as you teach students to welcome feedback, 
to draft and revise their own important writing projects, and to progress along these 
trajectories in narrative, argument, and information writing. Teachers have told us that 
because Writing Pathways provides crystal clear trajectories of writing development, the 
book has allowed students to work with zeal toward self-improvement. You’ll find that 
this book can help you and your students  tap into the extraordinary power that can be 
found in rubrics, checklists, and benchmark texts. It can help you provide your students 
with clear feedback as they work toward concrete, obtainable goals.

An assessment system such as this needs some basis for evaluation, and we’ve turned 
to the Common Core State Standards for that grounding. To the best of our ability, 
we’ve aligned expectations in Writing Pathways, K–8 to the world-class standards set 
forth by the CCSS—and by that, I refer not only to the actual standards but also to the 
exemplar texts in Appendix C of the CCSS, because those texts offer an interpretation 
of the standards.

You may question why we’ve grounded these assessments in the Common Core 
when some states are standing back from those standards. The reason is this. People 
who question the Common Core do not question the need for world-class standards, 
nor the specific expectations embedded in the Common Core. Instead, doubts about 
the CCSS have come from issues with implementation and from a committment to 
local control. Still, states that are rejecting the Common Core are nevertheless hurrying 
to develop their own, similarly ambitious, state standards. We believe that lifting the 
level of teaching and learning in writing is not something that can wait, and that at 
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vi	 Letter to Teachers

least for the time being, a consensus has coalesced around most of the expectations 
embedded in the Common Core. While politicians and statewide educational officials 
continue to joust, teachers and students have work to do.

The fact that these assessments are aligned to the expectations embedded in the 
Common Core means that the expectations that are built into these rubrics, tools, and 
benchmark texts ask a lot of students—and of you. For teachers, parents, and students 
in schools that have not taught writing explicitly in the past, the CCSS expectations 
(and those in this book) can feel like pie in the sky. I’ve seen teachers guffaw incred-
ulously at samples of student writing in Appendix C of the Common Core. It is not 
surprising that people in any school system that has treated writing as a frill, as an 
extra-credit option, will feel that the standards contained in the Common Core and in 
this book are inaccessible. After all, consider what students’ math skills would be like 
if only a handful of teachers taught math and if the math instruction that did happen 
was invented off the cuff by each teacher alone, with no effort to establish a coherent 
cross-grade curriculum.

But when writing is truly regarded as a basic skill (remember the old emphasis on 
“reading, ’riting, and ’rithmetic”?) and when teachers are given the curriculum and 
professional development they need to teach writing well, the standards are suddenly 
more accessible. When these assessments are used in conjunction with a rigorous, 
research-based writing curriculum, you will find that although the new expectations 
are substantial, they are also plausible.

Writers grow like oak trees, in the fullness of time, and for any teacher to bring her 
students to the ambitious levels that are crucial for success in the twenty-first century, 
those students need the opportunity to grow over time. To truly prepare students for 
the future requires a schoolwide, cross-grade commitment to teaching and assessing 
writing.

The good news is that you need not feel empty-handed when you ask, “How can 
we help students meet the new expectations in writing?” By offering you this treasure 
chest of assessment tools, experiences, theories, and techniques, we put the results of 
three decades of work into your hands.

—Lucy Calkins
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2

It feels audacious to be writing a book �about assessment at this time 
when the world has gone so data-crazy that many teachers flinch at just the mention 
of assessment. But the truth is that we cannot let assessment be regarded as part 

of The Dark Side. There is good reason for the emphasis on assessment. For example, 
John Hattie, in his seminal text, Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-Analyses 
Relating to Achievement (2008), reviewed studies of more than twenty million learners 
to understand the factors that maximize achievement—and found that it is important 
for a learner to have crystal clear, ambitious goals, to be given feedback that highlights 
progress the learner has made toward these goals, and finally, to know of next steps 
that are within reach. The checklists, rubrics, and benchmark texts within this resource 
will help you to provide students with that sort of potent assistance so that they aren’t 
just writing, writing, writing, but they are instead working with deliberateness toward 
specific goals.

The tools contained within this resource will provide your students with clear path-
ways forward, helping them answer not only the question “How am I doing?” but also 
the more important question “How can I improve?” By providing them with checklists, 
rubrics, and texts that illustrate a pathway forward in argument, information, and nar-
rative writing, you help your students develop a sense of efficacy, of “I can do this, if 
I work hard.” With these tools, students can become evidence-based close readers of 
their own writing. While learning to write, then, they can also learn that when a person 
applies strategies, works hard, and doesn’t give up, that person’s work gets visibly better.

But the checklists are not only designed to lift the level of students’ writing; they are 
also designed to lift the level of your teaching. There is widespread agreement among 
researchers that the one factor that matters more than anything in student achievement 
is the quality of your teaching. This explains the ever-increasing focus on teacher eval-
uation. Whether your school system has adopted teacher evaluation frameworks from 
Charlotte Danielson, Robert Marzano, Kim Marshall, or others, chances are good that 
your school leaders are intent on evaluating your teaching and, more specifically, on 
evaluating the extent to which your instruction is assessment-based. When observers 
watch your teaching, they want to know what your goals are, how you use data about 
your students to determine those goals, and how you will assess students’ progress 
toward the goals. Again, that focus on goal-driven instruction comes from research on 
the factors that accelerate achievement. It has become especially urgent, then, that 
you get the help you need to keep your finger on the pulse of your students’ learning.

Writing provides you with a perfect forum for becoming a more assessment-based 
teacher, because the results of instruction in writing are both visible and, when 

An Assessment Toolkit
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An Assessment Toolkit	 3

instruction is solid, dramatic. Writing is a subject in which the quality of students’ 
work can improve in only a matter of weeks in ways that are visible to both you and 
to them, no matter what grade you teach. If your instruction doesn’t result in visible 
changes in your students’ writing, something is wrong. By staying attuned to your stu-
dents’ progress, you will be able to adjust your teaching, extending whatever you are 
doing that is yielding results and altering that which is not. If you are keeping an eye 
on your students’ progress, this means you can individualize your instruction, helping 
students with the exact skills they need to work on and noticing which teaching strage-
gies work best. Being attentive to results will provide you with a feedback loop and a 
self-correcting system.

Of course, you can learn not only when your own teaching yields results, but also 
when a colleague’s teaching yields results. Both this assessment system and the accom-
panying curriculum (Units of Study in Opinion/Argument, Information, and Narrative 
Writing, Grades K–8) have been written with the hope that teachers across each grade 
level and school need not teach alone. Whereas once upon a time it was possible for you 
to close your classroom door and teach in isolation, expectations are high enough now 
that you need support from colleagues. This system helps you be part of a collaborative 
system of continuous improvement.

Michael Fullan, one of the foremost authorities on change, points out that the 
problem in education is not resistance to change but the presence of too many changes, 
uncoordinated with existing approaches and with each other, implemented in superfi-
cial, ad hoc ways. The field of education is often 
characterized by a constant frenzy of efforts to 
grasp at yet one more magic solve-all—and this 
is premised on the hope that somewhere, there 
is a program to buy, to install, that will provide 
the magic solution. But the truth is that if there 
is a magic solution, it is an engagement in a per-
sistent cycle of teaching, observing the results 
of teaching and then responding thoughtfully to 
what one sees. What’s called for is that you, as 
a teacher, as well as your colleagues and your 
students, study student work and develop and adapt curriculum in light of what the 
evidence shows. In the end, the greatest contribution these tools can make is that 
they can help both you and your students self-assess, collaborate with other learners, 
learn from feedback, and work collectively toward challenging, clear goals. And in the 
end, if there is a magic formula in education, a secret to success, it is this process of 
continuous improvement.

A SET OF TOOLS

This book is chock-full of resources and writing assessment tools that can be used 
across a district, school, or classroom. These tools, found in Part II of this book, can 
enable you to grasp where your students are in their writing development and to figure 
out what help they need to take next steps. The system of teaching and learning that is 
embedded in the series makes progress in writing concrete and attainable and allows 
students to share ownership of this progress. The tools within Writing Pathways—each 
of which has been piloted in thousands of classrooms through the work of the Teachers 
College Reading and Writing Project—include:

There is a growing body of research suggesting that the use of perfor-
mance assessments embedded within curriculum improves instruction 
and supports students’ building higher-order, complex skills (Gold-
schmidt et al., Educational Assessment, 2007 (12): 239–66; Pellegrio, 
Chudowsky, and Glaser, Knowing What Students Know, 2001; 
Wood et al., “Refocusing Accountability: Using Local Performance 
Assessments to Enhance Teaching and Learning for Higher Order 
Skills,” 2007, available at www.fairtest.org/refocusing-accountability, 
Google search term “Fairtest refocusing accountability”).
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4	 Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K–8

•	Learning progressions for opinion/argument, information, and narrative 
writing. These three learning progressions are based upon thirty years of research-
based practice in writing development and were designed to align to the lofty 
expectations of the Common Core State Standards. These progressions are written 
to communicate expectations to students as well as you, so they are written in straight-
forward, clear language. Not only will they help you track students’ progress across the 
three kinds of writing, locating each student’s current level and determining the next 
steps the student should take, but they will also help you to see the cross-currents 
between the three types of writing so that you can help students realize that lessons 
learned in narrative writing can transfer to information writing, and so forth.

In Part II of the book, each of the learning progressions is broken into two tables, one 
for PreK through grade 6, and one for grades 3 through 9, for ease of use. Please note 
that the full grade span PreK–9 is also provided in a single table for each genre online.

•	Teaching rubrics for scoring each of the three genres. These rubrics, grounded 
in the learning progressions, use numbers corresponding to grade levels and give 
appropriate weight to each category so that if your district requires this, you can 
derive a point score for each student’s work in a particular type of writing, as well as 
track students’ progress statistically (see Figure 1–2). The grade-specific rubrics can 
be used to assess both on-demand writing and students’ published writing. While 
the student checklists only allow a student to say “not yet” with regard to meeting a 
particular expectation, the rubrics allow you to note whether that aspect of the writing 
resembles work expected for students who are two years below grade level, one year 
below grade level, or somewhere in between. While these scores are reductive—
reducing the complexity of the work to numbers, as rubrics always do—they can help 
you to measure growth across time and notice patterns that can inform whole-class 
and small-group instruction. These scores can allow you to look at the data from select 
groups (boys versus girls, for example). Translating writing progress into quantitative 
data in this way also makes it possible to use indications of writing progress as mea-
sures of student learning in ways that meet your district or state mandates.

•	On-demand performance assessment prompts for each of the three genres. 
These prompts, available for all three genres, direct students to compose the best 
piece of writing they can—narrative, information, or argument—in a fixed period of 
time (see Figure 1–3). The resulting pieces can then be assessed using the learning 
progressions and rubrics (provided in Part II and online). In other words, each stu-
dent’s on-demand writing can be ascribed a grade level (“Overall, Natasha’s opinion 
writing is at her grade level, although her elaboration meets the next grade’s stan-
dards.”). Assuming you conduct a similar assessment at intervals throughout the year, 
you can track each student’s progress over the year, starting from this baseline piece 
of writing.

•	Student-friendly checklists for each genre. These allow students to assess their 
own writing, set goals for themselves, and with your help, work to make palpable 
progress toward those goals. The checklists for grades K–6 have been illustrated 
(see Figure 1–4), and are also available in nonillustrated versions online. The 
Resources section of the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project’s website, 
readingandwritingproject.org/resources/video-and-e-media.html (Google search term 
“Reading and Writing Project Multimedia”), contains videos showing the use of these 
checklists in whole-class and small-group teaching to help you imagine the many ways 
to use these checklists in your daily writing instruction.
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May be photocopied for classroom use. © 2013 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues from the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project from Units of Study in Opinion, Information, and Narrative Writing (firsthand: Portsmouth, NH).

Learning Progression for Information Writing
Pre-Kindergarten Kindergarten Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6

STRUCTURE

Overall The writer told and drew 
pictures about a topic she 
knew.

The writer told, drew, and 
wrote about a topic. 

The writer taught readers 
about a topic.

The writer taught readers 
some important points 
about a subject.

The writer taught readers 
information about 
a subject. He put in 
ideas, observations, and 
questions.

The writer taught readers different things about 
a subject. He put facts, details, quotes, and ideas 
into each part of his writing.

The writer used different kinds of information to 
teach about the subject. Sometimes she included 
little essays, stories, or how-to sections in her 
writing.

The writer conveyed ideas and information about 
a subject. Sometimes he incorporated essays, 
explanations, stories, or procedural passages into 
his writing.

Lead The writer started by 
drawing or saying 
something.

The writer told what her 
topic was.

The writer named his topic 
in the beginning and got 
the readers’ attention.

The writer wrote a 
beginning in which he 
named a subject and tried 
to interest readers.

The writer wrote a 
beginning in which she got 
readers ready to learn a lot 
of information about the 
subject.

The writer hooked her readers by explaining why 
the subject mattered, telling a surprising fact, or 
giving a big picture. She let readers know that 
she would teach them different things about a 
subject.

The writer wrote an introduction in which he 
helped readers get interested in and understand 
the subject. He let readers know the subtopics 
that he would develop later as well as the 
sequence.

The writer wrote an introduction in which she 
interested readers, perhaps with a quote or 
significant fact. She may have included her own 
ideas about the topic. She let readers know the 
subtopics that she would develop later and how 
her text would unfold.

Transitions The writer kept on working. The writer put different 
things he knew about the 
topic on his pages.

The writer told different 
parts about her topic on 
different pages.

The writer used words such 
as and and also to show 
she had more to say.

The writer used words to 
show sequence such as 
before, after, then, and 
later. He also used words 
to show what did not fit 
such as however and but.

The writer used words in each section that 
helped readers understand how one piece of 
information connected with others. If he wrote 
the section in sequence, he used words and 
phrases such as before, later, next, then, and 
after. If he organized the section in kinds or 
parts, he used words such as another, also, and 
for example.

When the writer wrote about results, she used 
words and phrases such as consequently, 
as a result, and because of this. When she 
compared information, she used phrases such 
as in contrast, by comparison, and especially. In 
narrative parts, she used phrases that go with 
stories such as a little later and three hours later. 
If she wrote sections that stated an opinion, 
she used words such as but the most important 
reason, for example, and consequently.

The writer used transition words to help his 
readers understand how different bits of 
information and different parts of his writing fit 
together.

The writer used transitions such as for instance, 
in addition, therefore, such as, because of, as a 
result, in contrast to, unlike, despite, and on the 
other hand to help connect ideas, information, 
and examples and to compare, contrast, and 
imply relationships.

Ending After the writer said, drew, 
and “wrote” all he could 
about his topic, he ended 
it.

The writer had a last part 
or page.

The writer wrote an 
ending.

The writer wrote some 
sentences or a section at 
the end to wrap up his 
piece.

The writer wrote an ending 
that drew conclusions, 
asked questions, or 
suggested ways readers 
might respond.

The writer wrote an ending in which she 
reminded readers of her subject and may 
either have suggested a follow-up action or 
left readers with a final insight. She added her 
thoughts, feelings, and questions about the 
subject at the end. 

The writer wrote a conclusion in which he 
restated the main points and may have offered a 
final thought or question for readers to consider.

The writer wrote a conclusion in which she 
restated her important ideas and offered a final 
insight or implication for readers to consider.

Organization On the writer’s paper, 
there was a place for the 
drawing and a place where 
she tried to write words.

The writer told, drew, and 
wrote information across 
pages.

The writer told about her 
topic part by part.

The writer’s writing had 
different parts. Each part 
told different information 
about the topic.

The writer grouped his 
information into parts. 
Each part was mostly 
about one thing that 
connected to his big topic.

The writer grouped information into sections 
and used paragraphs and sometimes chapters 
to separate those sections. Each section 
had information that was mostly about the 
same thing. He may have used headings and 
subheadings.

The writer organized her writing into a sequence 
of separate sections. She may have used 
headings and subheadings to highlight the 
separate sections.

The writer wrote each section according to an 
organizational plan shaped partly by the genre 
of the section.

The writer used subheadings and/or clear 
introductory transitions to separate his sections.

The writer made deliberate choices about how to 
order sections and information within sections. 
He chose structures and text features to help 
emphasize key points.

The writer used transitions, introductions, and 
topic sentences to pop out his main points. He 
wrote multiple paragraphs in some sections.

DEVELOPMENT

Elaboration The writer put more and 
then more on the page.

The writer drew and wrote 
some important things 
about the topic.

The writer put facts in his 
writing to teach about his 
topic.

The writer used different 
kinds of information in 
his writing such as facts, 
definitions, details, steps, 
and tips.

The writer wrote facts, 
definitions, details, and 
observations about her 
topic and explained some 
of them.

The writer taught her readers different things 
about the subject. She chose those subtopics 
because they were important and interesting.

The writer included different kinds of facts and 
details such as numbers, names, and examples.

The writer explained different aspects of a 
subject. He included a variety of information 
such as examples, details, dates, and quotes.

The writer used trusted sources and gave credit 
when appropriate. He made sure to research any 
details that would add to his writing.

The writer chose a focused subject, included a 
variety of information, and organized her points 
to best inform her readers.

The writer used trusted sources and information 
from authorities on the topic and gave the 
sources credit for important excerpts in the text 
and in a bibliography.

FIG. 1–1  Sample learning progression

FIG. 1–2  Sample rubric for assessing students’ writing

Rubric for Information Writing—Third Grade

Grade 1 
(1 POINT) 1.5 PTS

Grade 2 
(2 POINTS) 2.5 PTS

Grade 3 
(3 POINTS) 3.5 PTS

Grade 4 
(4 POINTS) SCORE

STRUCTURE

Overall The writer taught her readers 
about a topic.

Mid-
level

The writer taught readers 
some important points about 
a subject.

Mid-
level

The writer taught readers 
information about a subject. 
She put in ideas, observations, 
and questions.

Mid-
level

The writer taught readers 
different things about a 
subject. He put facts, details, 
quotes, and ideas into each 
part of his writing.

Lead The writer named his topic 
in the beginning and got the 
readers’ attention.

Mid-
level

The writer wrote a beginning 
in which she named a subject 
and tried to interest readers.

Mid-
level

The writer wrote a beginning 
in which he got readers ready 
to learn a lot of information 
about the subject.

Mid-
level

The writer hooked her readers 
by explaining why the subject 
mattered, telling a surprising 
fact, or giving a big picture. 
She let readers know that she 
would teach them different 
things about a subject.

Transitions The writer told different parts 
about her topic on different 
pages.

Mid-
level

The writer used words such as 
and and also to show he had 
more to say.

Mid-
level

The writer used words to show 
sequence such as before, after, 
then, and later. She also used 
words to show what did not fit 
such as however and but.

Mid-
level

The writer used words in each 
section that helped the reader 
understand how one piece of 
information connected with 
others. If he wrote the section 
in sequence, he used words 
and phrases such as before, 
later, next, then, and after. If 
he organized the section in 
kinds or parts, he used words 
such as another, also, and for 
example.

Ending The writer wrote an ending. Mid-
level

The writer wrote some 
sentences or a section at the 
end to wrap up her piece.

Mid-
level

The writer wrote an ending 
that drew conclusions, asked 
questions, or suggested ways 
readers might respond.

Mid-
level

The writer wrote an ending 
that reminded readers of 
her subject and may either 
have suggested a follow-up 
action or left readers with 
a final insight. She added 
her thoughts, feelings, and 
questions about the subject at 
the end.

Name: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ Date: _____________________________________

May be photocopied for classroom use. © 2013 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues from the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project from Units of Study in Opinion, Information, and Narrative Writing (firsthand: Portsmouth, NH).
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6	 Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K–8

•	Two sets of benchmark student writing samples for each genre, at each 
grade level. Each benchmark text was written by a student, without help, using the 
on-demand prompt and protocol. These benchmark texts represent what students at 
each grade level should be able to do within a similar on-demand context by the end 
of that grade. The two texts at each grade represent different but equivalent ways 
for a student to be “at level” for that grade. One of the kindergarten narratives zooms 
in on a small moment; the other retells a story that happens across a broad swath 
of time. One of the fifth-grade narratives is angled to illustrate a theme; the other is 
a problem/solution story. (See Figure 1–5.) One of the eighth-grade narratives tells 
a story and weaves suspense and character relationships into the story; the other 
narrative is more like a memoir, with explicit self-reflection and essay-like passages 
incorporated into the storytelling.

The information and argument writing samples, too, show the variety of ways in 
which students can produce work that is at benchmark level. For example, one of 
the third-grade information pieces is a little chapter book, the other is more like a 
feature article. One of the seventh-grade arguments is based on a topic of personal 
concern—wanting access to more rides at amusement parks—with evidence drawn 
from the writer’s own experience, while the other seventh-grade argument writer 
supports her position with references to research articles. Yet all of these texts are on 
grade level samples.

The pieces are also selected because they are memorable: they are funny or insightful. 
You and your students will enjoy them and find them worth studying. Many teachers 

On-Demand Performance 
Assessment Prompt

Information Writing, Grades 3–8

Say to students:

“Think of a topic that you’ve studied or that you know a 
lot about. Tomorrow, you will have forty-five minutes to 
write an informational (or all-about) text that teaches others 
interesting and important information and ideas about that 
topic. If you want to find and use information from a book 
or another outside source to help you with this writing, you 
may bring that with you tomorrow. Please keep in mind 
that you’ll have only forty-five minutes to complete this. You 
will only have this one period, so you’ll need to plan, draft, 
revise, and edit in one sitting. Write in a way that shows all 
that you know about information writing.”

“In your writing, make sure you:

•	 Write an introduction.

•	 Elaborate with a variety of information.

•	 Organize your writing.

•	 Use transition words.

•	 Write a conclusion.”

Use the teaching rubrics to assess and score these pieces 
of on-demand writing.

FIG. 1–3  Sample on-demand assessment prompt for 
grades 3–8 FIG. 1–4  Sample checklist for students’ useMay be photocopied for classroom use. © 2014 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues from the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project. Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progres-
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information Writing checklist

Grade 5

Structure

I taught readers different things about a subject.

I put facts, details, quotes, and ideas into each part of my writing.

Did I do it like a fifth grader? Not 
Yet

StartINg 
to YeS!

I wrote an introduction that 
helped readers get interested in 
and understand the subject. I let 
readers know the subtopics I 
would be developing later as well 
as the sequence.

N N N

When I wrote about results, 
I used words and phrases like 
consequently or as a result. 
When I compared information, 
I used words and phrases such 
as in contrast, by comparison, and 
especially. In narrative parts, I 
used phrases such as a little later. 
In sections that stated an opinion, 
I used words such as but the 
most important reason and for 
example.

N N N

I wrote a conclusion in which I 
restated the main points and may 
have offered a final thought or 
question for readers to consider.

N N N

Name: ____________________________________________ Date: _________________

5

6489_PART2.indd   283 8/29/14   3:30 PM

6489_PART1.indd   6 9/11/14   3:49 PM



An Assessment Toolkit	 7

Part II: The Assessment Tools—Narrative Writing 209

May be photocopied for classroom use. © 2013 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues from the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project from Units of Study in Opinion, Information, and Narrative Writing (firsthand: Portsmouth, NH).

N
a

rr
atIv

e
Leveled Student W

riting Sam
ples

5

Sample�1,�page�1 Sample�1,�page�2

Pathways_BOOK.indb   209 9/18/13   11:19 AM

Part II: The Assessment Tools—Narrative Writing 195

May be photocopied for classroom use. © 2013 by Lucy Calkins and Colleagues from the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project from Units of Study in Opinion, Information, and Narrative Writing (firsthand: Portsmouth, NH).

N
a

rr
atIv

e
Leveled Student W

riting Sam
ples

K

Sample�1,�page�1

Sample�1,�page�2

Sample�1,�page�3

Pathways_BOOK.indb   195 9/18/13   11:18 AM

Kindergarten

Grade 5

FIG. 1–5  Benchmark student narrative writing in kindergarten and grade 5
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8	 Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K–8

use these texts within minilessons, conferences, and small-group work as a way to 
give a clear vision of specific writing goals.

•	“Up the ladder” annotated demonstration texts in each genre, for each 
grade level. My colleagues and I have written these texts, which progress through 
grades K–8 with essentially the same content in each genre, to show how small 
revisions add up incrementally to texts that meet increasing expectations. For each 
K–8 grade level, there is an iteration of the same text that matches the expectations 
for that grade. In each instance, we write a text as if we were a kindergartner and 
then improved it up a notch to write it like a first-grader, then a second-grader, and 
so on through eighth grade. These pieces illustrate the items on the checklist—more 
precisely and completely than any one piece of student writing ever could—and can 
be used to show students how they can revise their own writing to take it from one 
level to the next. (See Figure 1–6.) For example, a second-grade teacher could use 
the third-grade level text to demonstrate to students how they might go about writing 
a more sophisticated conclusion.

•	Other writing performance assessment tools. These assessments include a pro-
gression for assessing students’ engagement with the writing process, and (online) 
writing-about-reading sample on-demand prompts and rubrics.

THE SOURCE OF THE EXPECTATIONS THAT UNDERGIRD 
THE ASSESSMENT TOOLS

Earlier I pointed out that the standards that are codified in these checklists, rubrics, 
and benchmark texts are derived from the Common Core State Standards. While we 
try to preserve the academic vocabulary within the standards, we have also elected to 
use student-friendly language to describe something in some cases. In the fifth-grade 
narrative writing checklist, for example, instead of including the CCSS language, “Ori-
ent the reader by establishing a situation and introducing a narrator and/or characters. 
. . .” (CCSS W.5.3.a), the checklist states, “I wrote a beginning in which I not only 
showed what was happening and where, but also gave some clues about what would 
later become a problem for the main character.” Our aim is to be more helpful, opera-
tional, and kid-friendly. There are other times when an item in our progressions, rubrics, 
and checklists is entirely missing from the CCSS, and in such an instance, this item 
is here because we believe it is vital to writers’ success with that genre. Usually, when 
our tools differ from the CCSS, it will be because our tools are more specific and, we 
hope, more supportive.

There is no one source of authority that can say whether the benchmark pieces 
we’ve selected are actually “on standard.” The pieces of writing collected in Appendix 
C of the CCSS were often written over long stretches of time, with help from teachers 
and parents. The benchmark texts found in this resource represent our hypothesis for 
benchmark levels of at-standards-level on-demand writing. We have selected these 
texts by drawing on our deep knowledge of writing standards and of exemplar of texts 
put forward by other organizations as meeting high-level standards, and on our own 
thirty years of research, publications, and work in K–8 classrooms. We are confident, in 
any case, that the texts are at least at, and perhaps beyond, the level of the standards. 
Working toward these levels, then, will be helpful for you and your writers.

Of course, expectations for students’ published work will always exceed expecta-
tions for their on-demand writing. The work we include here in no way shows the full 
capacity of what students can do when given many days (and sometimes weeks) of time 
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Grade 1

Bulldogs

Bulldogs are the best kind of dog.

Walk Your Dog

Give your bulldog a walk so it gets exercise. 
Also, brush its hair and teeth so it stays pretty.

Food

Bulldogs like different kinds of food. They like 
food from a can, biscuits and treats. Give your 
bulldog a treat when it is good.

Bath

Bulldogs don’t like to take baths. Keep your 
dog away from dirt or it might get sick. Bull 
dogs are the best.

The writer named 
a topic in the 
beginning, then 
teaches all about 
the topic.

The writer told 
about the topic part 
by part.

The writer included 
facts about the 
topic.

The writer used 
commas in a list.

The writer ended 
her sentences with 
punctuation marks.
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Grade 3

Bulldogs

introduction
Have you ever seen a dog whose face is so 

wrinkled it makes you laugh? That might be a 
bulldog. I am an expert on Bulldogs because I have 
one. I am going to tell you everything you need to 
know about Bulldogs.

What they Look Like
One fact about Bulldogs is that they have very 

unusual looks. They have a short, wide body and 
short legs. They can be different colors but the most 
common colors are tan, black, and white. The best 
part about the Bulldog’s looks is its face. The Bulldog 
has a wrinkled looking face and a wide jaw. It looks 
like it is always sad! But don’t worry, that’s just its 
look. It has round black eyes and a short muzzle. The 
biggest Bulldogs weigh about 50 pounds.

Bulldog care
Bulldogs need to be taken care of. It is important 

for bulldogs to get plenty of exercise. They need to be 
walked at least once a day. Also, their fur, called the 
coat, can get dirty so they need to be brushed.

The bulldog needs to eat good food in order to 
stay healthy. Bulldogs can get fat so it’s important to 
feed them just the amount of food they need. Some 
kinds of food that are good for bulldogs are special 
dog food, biscuits, and mashed potatoes.

Bulldogs need to take baths about once every 
month. My dad says, “You need to wash him so he 
stays healthy!” But just the bath isn’t enough. After 

The beginning 
helps readers 
become interested 
and ready to learn 
about the topic (in 
this instance, with 
an introduction to 
the subject and 
questions).

The writer grouped 
information into 
parts. The subtopics 
fit with the main 
topic and are 
predominately well 
organized.

The writer included 
facts, definitions, 
details, and 
explanations.

The writer used 
commas to help 
readers read with 
pauses where they 
are needed.

She also included 
expert words. In 
some instances, 
the writer not only 
included important 
facts, but explained 
them to the reader.

The writer used 
punctuation to fix 
run-on sentences.

The writer used 
words to show 
sequence (after), 
and words to show 
information that 
doesn’t fit (but).
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Grade 2

Bulldogs

Bulldogs
I am going to tell you everything you need to 

know about the best dog ever. Bulldogs are the best 
kind of dog. My dog Lizzie is a bulldog. She has 
brown and white fur that is really short. She has 
a wrinkled face. She uses her nose to smell lots of 
things. Bulldogs are not too big and not too small.

take care of Your Bulldog
You should walk your bulldog every day. For 

example, you need to make sure your bulldog gets 
lots of exercise. Another thing you need to do is brush 
its coat and its teeth to keep it looking nice.

What Bulldogs Eat
Bulldogs eat many kinds of food, but you 

shouldn’t feed them too much. They love special 
kinds of dog food. We feed our bulldog a special kind 
of food with a green can and biscuits. On the ad it 
says that if you feed your bulldog the wrong kind of 
food it could get tired or sick. Give your dog treats 
when it does what you want.

Keeping them clean
Bulldogs need to stay clean but they don’t like to 

take baths. My book about bulldogs says that if they 
aren’t clean they could get fleas. “You need to wash 
him so he stays healthy” my dad says. After the bath 
they get really tired and they go to sleep. Bulldogs 
are the best dog ever!

The writer taught 
some important 
points about the 
topic.

The writer tried to 
interest readers at 
the beginning.

The writer used 
commas to tell the 
reader when to 
pause.

The writer used 
connecting words, 
such as another.

The writer included 
facts, tips, and 
expert language to 
elaborate on her 
topic.

The writer organized 
her piece into 
parts, with each 
part addressing a 
different aspect of 
the main topic.

The writer used 
quotation marks 
to show what a 
person said and 
apostrophes in 
quotation marks.

The writer wrapped 
up the piece at 
the end with 
a concluding 
sentence.
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Grade 3 (continued)

the bath you have to clean around their wrinkles  
because the wrinkles can get dirty. Also they get 
really smelly!

Bulldog Pets
One fact about bulldogs is that they are very 

tame. They are good to have around kids and they are 
good watchdogs. They may look like they are mean, 
but really they are not. For example, in my book there 
was a story about a Bulldog who saved his family by 
barking when there was a fire.

There are a few different kinds of Bulldogs, like 
the American Bulldog, English Bulldog, and French 
Bulldog. If you like dogs and you are thinking about 
getting one, I recommend a Bulldog.

Glossary
Coat: the bulldog’s fur
Jaw: bones that hold the teeth
Muzzle: dog’s mouth and nose

The writer 
punctuated 
dialogue correctly, 
with commas and 
quotation marks.

The ending wraps 
up the piece and 
suggests to readers 
how they might 
respond.

muzzle

jaw

The writer included 
a picture with labels 
and a glossary.
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10	 Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K–8

to research, assess, draw on sources, get feedback, revise, rethink, and reimagine. We 
trust that you, our reader, understand that it is through a deep engagement in the writing 
process that students’ abilities are stretched, that their horizons are extended. All of my 
other publications describe that work and brim with examples of what students can do 
when given opportunities to engage in the full dimension of the writing process. Keep 
in mind that the focus in this particular book is on students’ on-demand writing—the 
writing work they can do independently and in a limited time frame.

When you first assess your students, you will probably find that their work is consid-
erably below the level of expectation outlined in the Common Core or in the standards 
adopted by your district. Don’t be dismayed. I recently heard a group of people who 
have been hard at work developing the new tests say that the expectation is that only 
20% of students will score “at-standard” on new tests when they are first rolled out. So 
you should not be surprised that the expectations in this assessment system may at first 
seem uncomfortably high. After all, although a single year of strong writing instruction 
can produce impressive results, growth takes time, and it would be unrealistic to expect 
a fifth-grade teacher to produce fifth-grade level writers if students entered that class-
room with the skills of second-grade writers.

While it may well take more than a single year to bring students up to level across 
a classroom, school, or district, we believe that the progressions in this book represent 
work that most students can do if they are given a sequence of skilled teaching, a 
coherent and rigorous writing curriculum, and a set of assessment tools such as these. 
Additionally, students’ progress in any one genre can be drawn upon to support their 
progress in other genres (see Figure 1–7) as long as they receive help in understand-
ing the reciprocity between genres, and the coaching needed to transfer what they’ve 
learned from one kind of writing to the next.

WHY THIS ASSESSMENT IS EFFECTIVE

We’ve built this assessment system to embody the characteristics of effective formative 
assessments. To do this, we paid attention to the research on factors comprising effec-
tive teaching. In the research article “Assessment and Classroom Learning” (Assessment 
in Education, 1998 (5): 7–74), the authors summarize key findings, suggesting that 
improving learning through assessment depends on five deceptively simple key factors: 
the provision of effective feedback to pupils; the active involvement of pupils in their 
own learning; the adjustment of teaching to take into account the results of assess-
ment; a recognition of the profound influence assessment has on the motivation and 
self-esteem of pupils, both of which are crucial influences on learning; and the need 
for pupils to be able to assess themselves and understand how to improve.

The approach to assessment in Writing Pathways will support both you and your 
students in taking a reflective stance, creating consistent occasions for looking back-
ward, looking forward, goal-setting, and deliberate practice. In this book, you will find 
an emphasis on the following priorities:

•	Students can be active agents of their own writing development, self-assess-
ing their own work often and reaching toward next steps. Students can see what is 
expected of them, can study concrete examples of texts at the next level, and can 
emulate examples of those benchmark texts. The assessment tools help students 
clarify their next steps so they can work with expediency to move forward. They can 
approach a new chunk in an information text or a story and think, “Wait, what are 
my goals for this part of a piece?” and then work with resolve to achieve those goals.
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Craft Descriptor Across Three Types of Writing

Argument/Opinion Information Narrative

2nd grade The writer chose words that would 
make readers agree with her 
opinion.

The writer tried to include the 
words that showed she was an 
expert on the subject.

The writer chose strong words 
that would help readers picture his 
story.

3rd grade The writer not only told readers to 
believe him, but also wrote in ways 
that got them thinking or feeling in 
certain ways.

The writer chose expert words 
to teach readers a lot about the 
subject. He taught information in 
a way to interest readers. He may 
have used drawings, captions, or 
diagrams.

The writer not only told her story, 
but also wrote it in ways that 
got readers to picture what was 
happening and that brought her 
story to life.

4th grade The writer made deliberate word 
choices to convince her readers, 
perhaps by emphasizing or 
repeating words that made readers 
feel emotions.

If it felt right to do so, the writer 
chose precise details and facts to 
help make her points and used 
figurative language to draw readers 
into her line of thought.

The writer made choices about 
which evidence was best to include 
or not include to support her 
points.

The writer used a convincing tone.

The writer made deliberate word 
choices to teach his readers. He 
may have done this by using and 
repeating key words about his 
topic.

When it felt right to do so, 
the writer chose interesting 
comparisons and used figurative 
language to clarify his points.

The writer made choices about 
which information was best to 
include or not include.

The writer used a teaching tone. To 
do so, he may have used phrases 
such as that means . . . , what that 
really means is . . . , and let me 
explain . . .

The writer included precise and 
sometimes sensory details and 
used figurative language (simile, 
metaphor, personification) to bring 
his story to life.

The writer showed why characters 
did what they did by including their 
thinking.

The writer made some parts of the 
story go quickly, some slowly.

The writer used a storytelling voice 
and conveyed the emotion or tone 
of his story through description, 
phrases, dialogue, and thoughts.

6th grade The writer chose words carefully to 
support his argument and to have 
an effect on his reader.

The writer worked to include 
concrete details, comparisons, and/
or images to convey his ideas, build 
his argument, and keep his reader 
engaged.

When necessary, the writer 
explained terms to readers, 
providing definitions, context clues, 
or parenthetical explanations.

The writer made his piece sound 
serious.

The writer chose his words carefully 
to explain his information and 
ideas and to have an effect on his 
reader.

The writer worked to include 
concrete details, comparisons, and/
or images to explain information 
and concepts, and to keep his 
reader engaged.

The writer incorporated domain-
specific vocabulary, and when 
necessary, explained terms to 
readers, providing context clues, 
parenthetical explanations, text 
boxes, or similar support.

The writer supported readers’ 
learning by using a teaching tone 
and a formal style, as appropriate.

The writer developed some 
relationship between characters 
to show why they act and speak 
as they do. He told the internal, as 
well as the external story.

The writer wove together precise 
descriptions, figurative language, 
and some symbolism to help 
readers picture the setting, actions, 
and events and to bring forth 
meaning.

The writer used language that fit 
his story’s meaning and context 
(e.g., different characters use 
different kinds of language).

FIG. 1–7  This chart, excerpted from the learning progressions, highlights how the craft component is connected across all 
three writing types. You can see how skills such as precise word choice and tone carry throughout argument, information, and 
narrative writing.
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12	 Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions, Grades K–8

•	The assessment tools are aligned to the Common Core State Standards but 
not limited to them. That is, when the standards are obscure, leaving teachers and 
kids thinking, “What? What does that mean?” this system is crystal clear, providing 
the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project’s knowledgeable interpretation of 
sometimes unclear expectations. In instances when research on writing development 
reveals that the CCSS have neglected a key developmental step in writing, we’ve 
filled in that step. Then, too, when expectations in the CCSS arrive out of the blue 
without precursor steps or are embedded in the sample texts but not the descriptors, 
this assessment presents a more detailed progression.

•	The assessment tools help students transfer their skills from one type of writ-
ing to another by showing them ways expectations for the different types of writing 
are similar to each other. That is, although the specific nature of elaboration will be 
different whether one is elaborating in narrative, argument, or information writing, 
it is consistently true that across the three types of writing, a degree and a variety of 
elaboration is required. It is also true that elaboration tends to be most important in 
key areas of a text—in a narrative scene that reveals a character’s true motivations or 
relates back to the theme of the story, in the parts of an essay where the writer is trying 
to make an important point or rebut a counterargument, and so on. Expectations for 
introductions and endings, transitions, and so forth tend to be aligned across all the 
different types of writing as well. Conclusions, for example, are best if they relate 
back to the heart or central ideas in a text, whether that text is an essay, a story, or a 
research article.

•	The assessment tools are based on the assumption that students will usually 
choose their own topics for writing, allowing them to demonstrate what they can 
do as writers when writing about topics they know and care about. In some schools 
and districts, teachers may have received the message that for a writing assessment to 
be reliable, every student must respond to an identical writing assignment. The prob-
lem with this is that when students all respond to the same assignment, it becomes 
unclear whether the assessment is of the student’s writing ability or of the student’s 
knowledge of the content contained in the assignment. Similarly, if an assessment 
asks students to respond to reading, conflating reading and writing, it is hard to 
discern if their trouble lies in the writing alone or if they simply haven’t understood 
enough about the content—the reading—to write well. These writing assessments, 
therefore, are designed to assess writing separately from reading. Assessing writ-
ing about reading is described in Chapter 9 of this book.

•	The gridlike design of the assessments highlights ways students engage with skills 
with more or less complexity, depending on their level of proficiency. This means 
that these assessment tools, like the standards themselves, allow students to move 
ahead as quickly as possible, while also allowing teachers to differentiate 
instruction. For example, a fourth-grade teacher can teach the importance of elabo-
ration in opinion/argument writing, keeping in mind that some of his students are still 
at the third-grade level of learning about producing reasons, while others are working 
on the fifth-grade skills of making sure their reasons are parallel and don’t overlap.
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