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Students need writing
practice in                      ,
not just ELA.

72.7% of employers rank strong
written communication skills as the
third most important qualification
on a candidate's resume, following
problem-solving skills and teamwork.

Think about how often you use writing in your everyday life.
Second to speaking, writing is the most frequent way we
communicate with friends, family, and co-workers. Beyond that, it’s
also a way to make sense of the world and information around us—
by taking notes, writing summaries, or putting our thoughts down
in a document.

As students enter higher education, careers, and adult lives, many
will spend time writing for work, for pleasure, and to understand
complex ideas. Yet the writing instruction they get in school
often lacks the content area writing skills they need to complete
these tasks effectively.

Sometimes argumentative and explanatory ELA writing lessons
may spend more time teaching or reteaching students how to write
—meaning with a heavy focus on grammar, spelling, mechanics,
and formatting—rather than when, how, and why they should use
subject-specific writing tactics in the real world. 
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72.7%

Source: NACE Job Outlook 2024 (2023)

https://www.canva.com/link?target=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.naceweb.org%2Fdocs%2Fdefault-source%2Fdefault-document-library%2F2023%2Fpublication%2Fresearch-report%2F2024-nace-job-outlook.pdf&design=DAGcTQdKHSU&accessRole=owner&linkSource=comment


Moreover, argumentative and explanatory ELA writing instruction
often exists in a vacuum. The focus is on completing the writing
assignment to grade it on form, style, and grammatical correctness,
not to use writing to deepen students’ knowledge and
understanding of discipline-specific concepts or topics.

The logical solution to this problem is to provide more
opportunities for intentional writing practice in all
subjects. Unfortunately, many teachers in subjects
other than ELA—particularly middle and high school teachers—
don’t feel equipped to help students develop their writing skills.
This is often because they think writing is solely about teaching
students how to write.

It’s more than that. Writing practice also helps develop the critical-
thinking skills necessary to identify gaps in understanding, help
structure our thoughts, and, ultimately, deepen our learning. By
practicing content area writing in all subjects, students sharpen 
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these skills, which they can use in any career they choose and in
their personal lives.

The first step toward this initiative is asking how you can get
teachers in all subject areas to incorporate more meaningful
writing practice into their instruction. As an administrator,
you must build a shared understanding of the
“why and how” behind content area writing
initiatives to get buy-in from potentially
reluctant teachers.

To help you prepare for these conversations at your school or
district, we’re sharing more details on helpful frameworks,
examples of what writing activities and support may look like in
different subjects, and practical tips to help your teachers
implement writing practice in their classrooms,
no matter what subject they teach.
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Why does practicing writing
in all subjects matter?

Writing helps students learn critical thinking. Writing flexes the
analysis, evaluation, and creation muscles more than
memorizing facts. Content knowledge is important in information-
rich subjects, but learning is more than just collecting information.
It’s what students do with that information that matters.

Benefits of practicing writing in all subject areas:

What’s missing from traditional
content area writing instruction?

What does it mean for writing
practice to be integrated?

How does subject-specific
writing practice work?

How to set all teachers up for
writing success.

According to NAEP, only a quarter of
8th and 12th graders are proficient
in writing. ACT scores back up this
data, with only 35% of students who

Boost writing scores

35%

Writing is a hands-on activity learned best by doing,
practicing, and immersing yourself in the topic.
Students can’t just listen passively or memorize facts to
do it well. They also can’t use test-taking strategies to
“hack” an assessment. Instead, they have to truly
engage with the topic and available resources.

Increase student engagement

    take the optional writing component showing
      proficiency. These scores are on a downward trend, 
       yet the amount of writing students must do on 
      standardized tests in every subject is steady or 
    increasing. We can start turning these scores around
with more targeted, intentional writing practice.

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/writing_2011/summary.aspx
https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/writing_2011/summary.aspx
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/2023-National-ACT-Profile-Report.pdf
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/2023-National-ACT-Profile-Report.pdf


When students practice writing in different subjects,
they learn more about the nuances of that content
area. For example, students must learn discipline-
specific vocabulary and ideas to communicate
effectively in science class.
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Build skills

Critical thinking is an essential life skill for everyone,
but it’s especially important for students who want to
enter the fields of science, engineering, technology, and
math (STEM) when they graduate. Writing in all

subjects helps build and sharpen critical thinking, analysis, and
synthesis skills, which are then transferable to other activities
and subjects.

Gain disciplinary knowledge

Newsela Writing supports teachers in creating customized
writing tasks. Pair them with Newsela content to help

students develop essential writing skills in any class.

Newsela Writing Spotlight
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What’s                 from traditional
content area writing instruction?

missing
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Even if we know that giving students writing practice in all subject
areas is important, implementing it can be difficult. Many middle
school and secondary teachers outside of ELA don’t receive the
training to effectively support students to build and grow their
writing skills. 

Students can learn to write independently
with “good” example texts.

There’s a saying in writing instruction that good readers
make good writers. While it’s true that reading well-crafted

Misconceptions about writing:

compelling texts in any genre can help students become better
writers, but it shouldn’t be the only instruction they receive. By
relying on example texts to “show” students how to write in
different subjects, they miss the link between why a text is
compelling and how it got that way.

In ELA, teachers spotlight formatting and mechanics, such as
sentence structure and spelling. Yet these skills don’t teach students
how or when to use different writing strategies. They need
that additional guidance to learn how to make an argument,
research, and share cohesive ideas—all key skills of successful
integrated writing.

Why does practicing writing
in all subjects matter?

What’s missing from traditional
content area writing instruction?

What does it mean for writing
practice to be integrated?

How does subject-specific
writing practice work?

How to set all teachers up for
writing success.

The lack of knowledge and preparation can
lead to misconceptions about cross-curricular
writing practice, some of which literacy
expert Natalie Wexler has addressed.

https://nataliewexler.substack.com/p/to-boost-learning-weave-writing-activities
https://nataliewexler.substack.com/p/to-boost-learning-weave-writing-activities
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Writing practice can happen independently
of a lesson.

Writing practice is most effective when connected to
specific topics and content. Spelling, grammar, and

mechanics skills are transferable to any piece of writing, but
learning how and when to use different writing strategies is more
nuanced. For example, elementary students may start writing
instruction with lessons divorced from specific content. 

They may write a persuasive paragraph about why they should be
allowed to get a puppy. This type of lesson might introduce them to
what persuasive writing is but not necessarily how to apply
persuasive writing strategies and tactics to another assignment, like
an argumentative essay about choosing sides in a pro/con debate
for social studies. 

The best way to teach students skills like audience identification
and quality research is to pair them with a specific content topic
related to an in-class lesson so teachers can model how to use
persuasive, argumentative, or other writing tactics to craft a
compelling text.
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What does it mean for writing
practice to be                     ?integrated
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According to the Michigan Department of Education, integrated
writing helps “initiate discussion, reinforce content, and model the
method of inquiry common to the field.” In other words, it bakes
writing practice into subject-specific lessons. 

Integrated writing helps students make the connection between
more abstract examples of “good” writing and the questions,
strategies, formats, and tactics used to craft a compelling, useful
text for a subject-specific audience. It promotes repeated practice
across disciplines to reinforce learning, critical thinking,
and communication.
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What’s missing from traditional
content area writing instruction?
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https://www.michigan.gov/-/media/Project/Websites/mde/Year/2008/05/02/SSWAC.pdf?rev=95d9ae8612de46e694f875c2264fc152
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Three spheres of writing practice:

Writing to Learn Writing to Engage Writing in the Disciplines

Remembering Understanding Reflecting Applying Analyzing Evaluating Creating

Low-stakes assignments
Encourage students to think through
key concepts and ideas to check
understanding.
Graded on students’ comprehension
of the topic, not structural or
grammatical correctness.
WTL example: Summaries 

Blend WTL and WID goals.
Help students think critically about

       a topic.
Evaluate students’ knowledge of the
topic and understanding of subject-
specific formatting and vocabulary.
WTE examples: Comparisons, critiques,
and reflections

Higher-stakes, lengthier assignments
Help students practice writing
formatting, fluency, vocabulary, and
conventions for different subjects

       or disciplines.
Introduce students to real-world
writing expectations in a discipline.
Graded on ideas and analysis,
formatting, spelling, grammar,

       and mechanics. 
WID example: Primary source analysis

Writing to learn (WTL) Writing to engage (WTE) Writing in the Disciplines (WID)

Image Source: A Middle Way for WAC: Writing to Engage - Palmquist (2020)
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https://newsela.com/about/blog/teach-summarizing/?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=print&utm_campaign=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_id=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_term=all-admins
https://wac.colostate.edu/docs/journal/vol31/palmquist.pdf


Engaging, real-world prompts from Newsela Writing’s library
help spark student interest and deepen engagement.
Automated feedback with glows and grows supports students
to revise their work independently.

Newsela Writing Spotlight
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How does
writing practice work?

subject-specific
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Students typically need explicit instruction in metacognitive
strategies to maximize the value of their writing tasks. Simply
assigning a large number of writing tasks won’t provide reliable
data on students’ writing progress or lead to increased learning. 

What does work is using writing activities to help students build
their knowledge of the topic, examine prior knowledge, draw
connections among sources and topics, and discover new ideas.
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writing practice work?

How to set all teachers up for
writing success.

What’s missing from traditional
content area writing instruction?

What does it mean for writing
practice to be integrated?
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What does writing practice look like in different subjects?

Writing in ELA

In ELA, students explore all
different types of creative and
disciplinary writing. These
lessons often help students
practice skills they learn during
writing instruction. Activities
may include research papers,
short stories, poems, or
literary analyses.

Writing in Math

In math, writing practice helps
students better understand
how abstract mathematical
concepts apply to real-world
situations. Activities could
include completing written
proofs, sharing a written data
analysis from a chart or graph,
or writing a word problem to
pair with an equation.

Writing in Social Studies

In social studies, writing practice
should focus on text-based
writing that uses primary and
secondary sources to help
demonstrate their understanding
of historical concepts. Activities
could include writing a
biographical sketch of a
historical figure, writing an
argumentative speech that
takes one side of a key issue, or
using a graphic organizer to
collect and organize information
during class discussions.

Writing in Science

In science, writing practice helps
students connect core ideas and
concepts across scientific
disciplines and understand the
types of writing that happen in
science careers. Activities could
include defining and using key
terms, writing lab reports for
in-class experiments, or keeping
a log book that pairs with a
science fair project.
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Newsela Writing offers short- and long-form writing prompts
and activities that allow students to make a claim and support
it with evidence.

Newsela Writing Spotlight
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How to set                       up for
writing success

all teachers
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The concepts outlined in this guide can be a good starting point for
introducing or revamping your cross-curricular writing plans at the
grade, school, or district level. But a writing framework isn’t
necessarily a plug-and-play option to set and forget. 

It takes analysis, trial and error, and fine-tuning to make your
“writing across the curriculum” approach work most efficiently
for your teachers and students. With the right care and attention,
you can use it to check off all your writing priorities.

District priorities for writing instruction:

Your teachers, especially those outside of ELA, may have concerns
about implementing cross-curricular writing frameworks. Many
haven’t received the training to effectively support writing practice
in their classrooms, even if they want to. Hold PD focused on
literacy and writing throughout the year to teach your teachers
how to implement writing practice plans and use the right tools to
get results.

Provide support

Set specific, actionable goals to help integrate cross-curricular
writing in every classroom. These goals give teachers something
to work toward with their PD and introduce ways to self-evaluate
what’s going well, where they can improve, and where they need
more training and guidance.

Set goals
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Students learn unique vocabulary and themes in ELA, science, social
studies, and other subjects. However, writing—especially nonfiction
—has a universal language that applies to all of them. When all your
teachers use the same language to talk about writing in their classes
—for example, choosing to use terms like claim or main idea across
subjects—it helps students become familiar with the process and
build transferable skills where possible.

Speak the same language

All cross-curricular initiatives require collaboration to make them
work. Your team members must support each other to make writing
across the curriculum successful at your school or district. Ask ELA
teachers to mentor those in other subjects to help them build
support strategies for evaluating students' writing. Plus, make writing
and goal tracking a topic at your PLC meetings to plan cross-curricular
projects and discuss, evaluate, and adjust implementation methods.

Focus on collaboration
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How to set all teachers up
for writing success.



Newsela Writing’s rubric-aligned feedback lets you pair your
assignments with commonly used writing rubrics, allowing
for better alignment and standardization across subjects.

Newsela Writing Spotlight
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Nurture                    writers.confident
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Newsela Writing is your writing assistant that helps students in grades 3-12
become confident writers. It gives immediate, rubric-aligned feedback and
provides a continuous feedback loop that saves teachers time and increases
student writing frequency and quality. 

Ready to drive meaningful student outcomes in your classroom, school, or
district? Get in touch or sign up for Newsela Lite today and start your free trial
of Newsela’s premium product suite, including access to Newsela Writing!

Newsela Writing is research-backed! It meets
ESSA Tier 4 requirements for evidence.

To learn more about Newsela Writing, scan this QR code or visit
https://newsela.com/about/products/writing/

"I am blown away with the quality of
the specific feedback [from Newsela
Writing]. Most AI-like programs write
for students, but Newsela Writing
offers advice and suggestions just like
a teacher would do without rewriting it
for them.”

Kimberly Guley
7th Grade ELA Teacher, Millbrook Middle School

https://go.newsela.com/contact?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=print&utm_campaign=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_id=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_term=all-admins
https://newsela.com/join/sign-up-form?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=print&utm_campaign=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_id=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_term=all-admins
https://go.newsela.com/rs/628-ZPE-510/images/Newsela-Writing-Logic-Model.pdf?version=0
https://newsela.com/about/products/writing/?utm_source=marketo&utm_medium=print&utm_campaign=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_id=CD-2025-01-Admin-Writing-Guide&utm_term=all-admins

