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For many years, I struggled with how to teach the traits of effective writing to younger students. How could I translate terms like “conventions”, “organization”, “focus”, “fluency” into language primary students could understand? Not to mention intangibles like “traits”? What does a trait look like anyway? 
Mostly, the traits had been a guide for me as a teacher. I used the six traits rubrics to assess student writing and plan instruction. I referred to the six trait framework for mini lesson and guided writing ideas and to keep me from focusing exclusively on getting those babes to stretch out sounds, or punctuate sentences correctly. The six traits framework kept me balanced on the various elements that make writing work – not just conventions.

I still use the six traits framework for all of these important things. First and foremost, the six traits framework is an assessment tool, designed for determining what writers know and can do, and for guiding instruction in what they need to know.

But increasingly, I needed to know how I could make the explicit language and concepts of the traits accessible to beginning writers. As I began to experiment with the idea of six trait characters, I realized it was giving my students that same sense of balance, that sense of the many elements that make writing “good”. It was making the intangible concrete. That’s where the trait mates came in.  They are six “helpers” who guide us in focusing on elements of writing by connecting to the real world. Just as Ideas, Organization, Word Choice, Sentence Fluency, Voice and Conventions are the six traits, Donna Details, Ollie Order, Willie Word Choice, Sammy Sounds Good, Vicki Voice and Charlie Conventions are the buddies that help us understand those traits.

We have a number of tools at our disposal for teaching the traits of effective writing.  Rubrics help us assess the strengths and needs of a piece of writing, mini lessons provide explicit modeling and instruction in a writing skill or strategy and short guided writing activities scaffold and support students as they practice what they have learned. The trait mates are one more tool to provide a “real-life” visual connection to the traits. 
Ideas and Content
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Donna Details is a detective. Just as clues are important to a detective, details are important to a writer. The trait of Ideas focuses on generating details on a topic. Donna Details encourages writers to choose topics that they know and care about, and to add rich details that will be interesting to a reader. And just like a detective is always digging deeper for important clues, a writer must “dig deeper” to elaborate and extend the details they write. Some mini lessons for the trait of Ideas include:
· finding topics for writing

· generating “surprising” details

· elaborating on important details.
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Organization

Ollie Order is a traffic cop. Just like a police officer keeps traffic moving in a safe and orderly way, a writer needs to keep the details in writing moving in an orderly way that will make sense to a reader. Ollie Order teaches students to pay attention to how their writing is put together and reminds writers to put their details in an order that makes sense. Just like a traffic light tells people when to stop and start, writers must have a beginning that grabs the reader’s attention and tells the reader to get started, a middle that is developed in logical order and an ending that wraps the piece up neatly. Some mini lessons for Organization include:
· the power of pre-writing

· super ways to start a piece of writing

· bow on the present endings
· different structures for different text forms
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Word Choice
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Willy Word Choice is an artist. Just like as an artist paints pictures with paint. a writer paints pictures with words. Willy sometimes uses colors like red, blue and green, but he also uses chartreuse, and crimson, and cerulean. In the same way, writers use plain words and fancy words. Willy Word Choice reminds writers that they must use just the right words to tell a story and paint a picture in the reader’s mind. Some mini lessons for word choice include:

· revising by “pushing in” and “trading” words

· energizing writing with vivid verbs

· trying the techniques writers use
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Sentence Fluency
Sammy Sounds Good is one cool dude. Sometimes he plays long, smooth, slow notes and sometimes he plays short, sharp, quick notes. The most important thing to Sammy is that his music sounds good to a listener’s ear. Sammy Sounds Good reminds writers that their writing should also sound good to a reader’s ear. He teaches them to use different kinds of sentences – some long and fluid, some short and snappy – to make writing sound rhythmical. He also encourages writers think about how they put words together to make their writing sound good. Some mini lessons for fluency include:
· stretching sentences by adding or changing words

· the VSS – very short sentence

· alliteration and assonance



Voice
Voice is the hardest trait to define, but the easiest to identify in good writing. Writing with voice has personality, tone, style, mood and sometimes emotion. Most importantly, it speaks to a reader. Vicki Voice is a singer who uses her voice to send a message to her listeners. Sometimes her music is bright and cheery, sometimes it is dark and angry, and sometimes it is soft and mysterious. Vicki teaches writers to think about their reader and their purpose for writing. If they want to make their reader laugh, or to persuade the reader to think a certain way, or ask a question or favor of the reader, the voice should help send the message. Some mini lessons for voice include:

· writing from a different point of view

· add some dialogue

· gems of voice


Conventions


Charlie Conventions is a construction worker who uses tools like a hammer, nails, saw and wood to build things. Writers also need tools to build writing for someone else to read. The mechanics of writing – capital letters, punctuation, grammar and conventional spelling – are the tools that enable a reader to access the writing. Some mini lessons for conventions include:
· bubble gum writing

· spaghetti and meatball spaces

· 5 P’s of paragraphing 


For consultation or training on implementing the Six Traits in Primary Classrooms, contact Lori Jamison at 
lori-jamison@sympatico.ca.
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Donna Details says:





Did you choose a topic for writing that you care about and that you think your readers will be interested in?


Did you write lots of interesting details on your topic?


Did you choose some details to elaborate on? 














Ollie Order says:





Did you start with a plan?


Did you write a beginning that grabs the reader’s attention?


Did you put the details in an order that makes sense?


Did you write an ending that wraps the piece up neatly.

















Vicki Voice says:





Does your writing talk to a reader?


Does your voice match your purpose for writing?


Did you try to make your reader feel something from your writing?














Willy Word Choice says:





Did you specially pick the words you used?


Did you use some WOW words?


Do your words paint pictures in the reader’s mind?


Did you use some writer’s techniques?

















Sammy Sounds Good says:





Does your writing sound smooth to read out loud?


Did you use some long sentences and some short sentences?


Did you think putting your words together in ways that sound good?


Did you read your writing out loud to hear how it sounds?














Charlie Convention says:





Do you have capital letters on names and at the beginning of sentences?


Did you use words that sound right?


Did you put the right punctuation at the end of sentences?


Did you spell the words as well as you could?


Do you have spaghetti spaces between the words and meatball spaces between the letters?


Does your work look neat on the page?


























© Lori Jamison 

www.lorijamison.com
PAGE  
6
—

