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Writing for ELLs in 
the Middle School 
Content Classroom 

Secily Downes and Tammara Ragsdale 

Session Objectives 
• Provide guidance to Middle School content 

teachers who are responsible for delivering daily 
writing instruction to ELLs on an ILLP.   

• Demonstrate ways to differentiate the learning 
for ELLs utilizing ELP standards to support 
Arizona's Common Core Standards for Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 
Subjects.    

• Share strategies to support ELLs with routine 
written responses, which include Précis writing 
and forming opinions/arguments supported with 
evidence. 

Common Core Appendix A 

With practice, students become better able to 
develop a controlling idea and a coherent focus on 
a topic and more skilled at selecting and 
incorporating relevant examples, facts, and details 
into their writing. 
 

They are able use a variety of techniques to convey 
information, such as naming, defining, describing, 
or differentiating different types or parts; 
comparing or contrasting ideas or concepts; and 
citing an anecdote or a scenario to illustrate a 
point.  

 

 

Informational/explanatory writing includes a wide 
array of genres, including academic genres such as 
literary analyses, scientific and historical reports, 
summaries, and precis writing as well as forms of 
workplace and functional writing such as instructions, 
manuals, memos, reports, applications, and resumes.  

 

As students advance through the grades, they expand 
their repertoire of informational/explanatory genres 
and use them effectively in a variety of disciplines and 
domains.  
 

 

Although information is provided in both arguments and 
explanations, the two types of writing have different aims.  

 

Arguments seek to make people believe that something is 
true or to persuade people to change their beliefs or 
behavior.  

 

Explanations, on the other hand, start with the assumption 
of truthfulness and answer questions about why or how. 
Their aim is to make the reader understand rather than to 
persuade him or her to accept a certain point of view.  

Arizona Social Studies 
Standard 

Grade 7 

PO 1.  Describe how the powers of checks and balances are 

used in the following: 

a. impeachment 

b. declaring war 

c. treaties 

d. veto 

e. judicial review 

  

Strand 3:  Civics/Government 

Concept 2:  Structure of Government  

a. impeachment 

d.  veto                     
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ELA Common Core Standard 
Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and 
Technical Subjects 

6-8.WHST.2 Write 
informative/explanatory texts, 
including the narration of historical 
events, scientific procedures/ 
experiments, or technical 
processes. 

a. Introduce a topic 
b. Relevant facts, definitions, 

concrete details 
d. Use precise language and 

domain-specific vocabulary 
f.    Provide a concluding   
      statement 

ELP Writing Standard 
Expository Sub-concept 

 

IV-W-1:B-4: writing a 
paragraph based on 
research using topic 
sentences, main ideas, 
relevant facts, details, and 
concluding statements.   

ELA Common Core Standard 
Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and 
Technical Subjects 

6-8.WHST.1. Write arguments 
focused on discipline-specific 
content.  
a. Introduce claim(s) about a topic 

or issue 
b. Support claim(s) with logical 

reasoning and relevant, accurate 
data and evidence  

c. Use words, phrases, and clauses  
        to create cohesion and clarify   
        the relationships among  
        claim(s), counterclaims, reasons,  
        and evidence.  
e.    Provide a concluding statement 

ELP Writing Standard 
Persuasive Sub-concept 

 

IV-W-1:B-8: writing a 
persuasive paragraph using 
facts, ideas and concepts to 
influence the reader.   
  

ELA Common Core Standard 
Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and 
Technical Subjects 

ELP Writing Standard 
 
 

IV-W-1:B-3 taking notes 
using a teacher selected 
and student created 
graphic organizer or cloze 
notes.   
 

ELA Common Core Standard 
Literacy in 
History/Social Studies, Science, and 
Technical Subjects 

6-8.WHST.10. Write routinely over 
extended time frames (time for 
reflection and revision) and shorter 
time frames (a single sitting or a day 
or two) for a range of discipline-
specific tasks, purposes, and 
audiences. 

ELP Writing Standard 
 
 

Common Core ELA Shifts 

•Building knowledge through content-
rich nonfiction 

•Reading, writing and speaking 
grounded in evidence from text, both 
literary and informational 

•Regular practice with complex text 
and its academic language 

As you review the charts below, consider the 

implications for reading and writing instruction at your 

site(s). 

 
Grade Literary Informational 

4 50% 50% 

8 45% 55% 

12 30% 70% 

Distribution of Communicative Purposes by Grade by Grade  
in the 2011 NAEP Writing Framework 

Grade To Persuade To Explain 

and Inform 

To Convey 

Experience 

4 30% 35% 35% 

8 35% 35% 30% 

12 40% 40% 20% 
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Texts 

•U.S. Constitution 

•An Overview of the Impeachment 
Process (T.J. Halstead) 

•Classroom Textbook 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES 
1. Group Work 
2. Activate Prior Knowledge 
3. Academic Language Scaffolding 
4. Modeled Think-Alouds 
5. Use of Context Clues 
6. Word Banks 
7. Leveled Questions 
8. Teacher Lecture and Student Note Taking 
9. Role Playing 
10. Realia, Primary Source Material, and Artifacts 
11. Jigsaw Learning 
12. Graphic Organizers 
13. Analogies 

Leveled Questions 

Sample Leveled Questions: 

 

• Basic: What does impeachment mean? 

 

• Intermediate: Who are the managers and what is their role? 

 

• High or mainstream: How does the initiation process of 
Nixon’s impeachment compare to Johnson’s impeachment? 

Word Tiers by Isabel Beck 

(Beck, McKeown, Kucan, 2002)  

Tiered Words 

Constitution            branch                  veto 

executive                 government         president 

legislative                house                    balance 

judicial                     check                     appoint 

impeachment         resolution 

branch  

check  
house 

Activate Prior Knowledge 
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Activate Prior Knowledge Checks and Balances 

ELL Scaffold for Précis 

• Estimate the number of the words in the 
passage. 

• Précis writing should contain 1/3 of the 
words. 

• Read the passage. 

• State main idea – write a topic sentence. 

• State supporting ideas and details. 

• Write a concluding statement. 

Directions for Step Book 

• 3 blank white pieces of paper 

• Overlap papers, being sure to stagger the 
layers 

• Fold altogether, about 1/3 from the right 
 
FO

LD
 

Label Pages 

•Page 1 – Title 

•Page 2 – List 

•Page 3 – Cause and Effect T-Chart 

•Page 4 – Third Paragraph Notes 

•Page 5 – Flow Chart 

•Page 6 - Summary 

Précis 

…a summary of a book or article in 
which the author’s story or 
argument is accurately and fairly 
reproduced, but in the student’s 
own words. 
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Précis Writing  
Assessment Rubric 

Opinion Versus Argument 

ELL Scaffold 

There are ____ advantages to the President’s right to veto a bill that 
Congress has passed. 
 
(opinion) One advantage is  _____________________________. 
 
(argument evidence) For instance, _______________________. 
 
(opinion)  Another advantage is __________________________. 
 
(argument evidence) For example, _______________________. 
 
The separation of powers _____________________________. 
 

Opinion/Argument 
Assessment Rubric 

Checks and Balance Assessment 
Diagram 

Questions 


