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Children’s author Rachelle Burk presents:

Essay Writing Workshop for the Prospective High School Student
In the fall of 2010, the K-8 students of St. Elizabeth School participated in my Author Visit assembly program, “Meet Your Inner Creative Genius.” The following fall I returned to St. Elizabeth School with a 2-hour workshop designed specifically for 8th graders, in preparation for their applications to private high schools. While the immediate goal of this pilot program was to improve the students’ essay writing skills for their admission tests, the ultimate result would be improved creative and narrative writing skills in general.
In planning the curriculum, I spoke with admissions officers of several private high schools and discussed what they look for when assessing application essays. I also evaluated the students’ current competency levels in order to optimally address their strengths and weaknesses. Using a sample topic from one admissions exam, each student wrote a short essay prior to the workshop. These essays were critiqued and discussed as part of the program. 

The final portion of the workshop was a timed essay on a new topic, as in an actual admissions test. Pre- and post-workshop essays were compared to judge the effectiveness of the program. The teacher, principal, students, and I were pleased to see significant improvement in the students’ writing.
WORKSHOP AGENDA
Supplies/Equipment: PowerPoint, flipchart or dry-erase board, kitchen timer. Students need paper/pencil.

PRE-WORKSHOP WRITING ASSIGNMENT:

Provide single topic: (If you could meet anyone in the world, living or dead, real or fictional, who would it be and why?) Ask yourself: What characteristics about yourself do you want to convey to the admissions board? Title your essay. Keep it brief, as you will have only 20 minutes to write such an essay in the exam.  These essays are to be emailed to me by the teacher(s) as attachments, at least 2 weeks prior to the workshop (sooner if possible). 

IN CLASS:

30 minutes:

Workshop goals: 

--Improve narrative essay writing skills in general. 

--Prepare student for high school admissions essays 

--What high school admissions officers look for:

a. Creativity and originality

b. writing style

c. grammar and writing mechanics

d. competency: title, beginning, middle, end 
e. Essay should give concrete examples to support your answer, should follow “show-don’t-tell” rule, and convey something unique or unexpected about the writer

f. Neatness and legibility count

Present and discuss samples of poor and exemplary essays. Compare and contrast.

Thirty 30 minutes:

Hand out critiques. PowerPoint presentation of writing samples with discussion:

g. Is the title clever? Does it convey something about the essay topic?

h. Is there a beginning, middle, end?

i. Does the writer give concrete examples with imagery and detail to support the topic? Have they used lively verbs?

j. Have we learned something important about the writer?

k. Did the writer keep to the topic (answer the question)?

l. Is it a reasonable length? 

m. Good hook? 

TOPICS TO THINK ABOUT: Go over brainstorm topic sheet, and encourage student to think about these questions before test day.

IN CLASS WRITING EXERCISE:

Choose new topic or revise current essay
1 minute: Decide Topic (new or revision).  Options: 

--If you can have a 6th sense, what would it be and why? 

--In 20 years, what do you think will be the most remarkable or significant change in the world? 

--What is the most important thing you bring to class every day, and why?

5-10 minutes : 

Outline/list your idea: including details you want to include in the essay. 

--Title

--opening hook 

--middle, of 1-3 paragraphs, with points and examples from your life to support your main idea

--one or two round-up/concluding sentences 

15-20 minutes: write essay. include strong imagery and lively verbs (not, I had a dog, but I had a yappie little yorkie who tinkled on my shoes every time I came home.) 
Be available for help and ideas.

Remaining time: Volunteers to read sections of their essays.
