
	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 																						 	 	 	 	

	 	 	

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

WRITING	 INFORMATION	AND	 EXPLANATION 	TEXTS	 
VIDEO	 TRANSCRIPT 	

Slide 1.  The Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment System is a new assessment 
designed to more validly measure what students with significant cognitive disabilities know and 
can do.  

Slide 2.  This training, Writing:  Getting Started with Information and Explanation Texts, is one 
of a series of training videos that support teachers of students with significant cognitive 
disabilities in their efforts to teach and assess more effectively.  Sponsored by a grant from the 
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs, this training is part of the 
professional development efforts of the Dynamic Learning Maps Alternate Assessment 
Consortium. 

Slide 3. In previous modules, you learned about the DLM™ Essential Elements in English 
Language Arts and the 4 clusters of Essential Elements within writing:  text types and purposes, 
production and distribution of writing, research to build and present knowledge, and range of 
writing.  This module focuses within the Text Types and Purposes cluster on informational and 
explanatory text writing. 

Slide 4. As in other modules, writing is defined here as the process of constructing texts in either 
print or Braille, called traditional orthography that communicates experiences, thoughts, feelings, 
and information for diverse audience and purposes. 

Informational, or explanatory, writing represents a particular type of writing.  Students construct 
texts in traditional orthography that communicate information for increasingly diverse audiences 
and purposes.  Informational writing has as its primary purpose informing readers about the 
natural and social world. 

Slide 5. There is a wide range of information text types, including: biographies and 
autobiographies; history, social studies, science, and the arts; technical texts, including 
directions, forms, and information displayed in graphs, charts, or maps; reference materials like 
dictionaries, encyclopedias, and thesauri; and  digital sources, like webpages or apps, on a wide 
range of topics. 

These informational texts are found in the forms of textbooks, e-books, tradebooks, paper and 
online newspapers and magazines, topical blogs and wikis, and summary displays such as charts, 
tables, graphs, and the increasingly popular online format, infographics. 

Slide 6. Donald Graves was said to have handed pencils and paper to typically developing 3-
year-olds, telling them only, “You may write on this.”  The students began scribbling left to right 
without hesitation and eagerly read aloud to him what they had written.  
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The parallel starting place for students with significant disabilities is to identify adapted pencils 
and paper such as partner-assisted writing or digital tools and to allow and encourage students to 
write daily without standards.  That is, try to respond in a meaningful way to the content of what 
your students write and not fix their errors, which for beginners will inevitably be numerous.  

Be sure to complete the module, “Writing with Adapted Pencils,” if you have not already, 
http://dynamiclearningmaps.org/unc/facilitated/wwap/index.html. 

There are two examples on this slide of writing without standards.  The writing in the upper left 
was completed letter-by-letter with no further support.  The author speaks in such a quiet voice 
that the teacher got no further information than what she could interpret from her own reading.  
The only sentence she was sure of was the last, “I found the star” (a daily search activity for this 
student and his peers).  Her response was to praise the student for finding the star and to 
encourage him to add more information about where he found it. 

Bethy typed the text on the right letter by letter without other support.  She had chosen a picture 
of her favorite band, Big Time Rush, to write about.  Her speech is difficult to interpret, so the 
teacher gained no further information by having her read her text aloud.  She concluded that 
Bethy was saying Big Time Rush was her favorite show to watch on tv.  A quick Google search 
showed that the band’s videos were often played on a popular children’s network.  The teacher 
told Bethy that she would be sure to watch one of the videos soon, and encouraged Bethy to 
write more about what she liked about the videos. 

Slide 7. No matter what type of writing students with significant disabilities are engaged in, it is 
critical for teachers to have a tolerance for error.  It is critical to speak to content when looking at 
a student’s first draft, not to follow our professional inclination to help the student clean up all 
the surface errors.  Focusing on content tells students that we care about what they have to say.  
Focusing on errors, no matter how well-intentioned, tells students that we don’t care about what 
they have to say, and that they don’t write well.  Neither message encourages growth in self-
efficacy or persistence in learning. 

Here are some helpful ways teachers often respond in reading first drafts. For example, some of 
the things you might say in response to a student’s writing include, “Can you read what you 
wrote to me, please?  “I like that you wrote about …”  “Write more about ….” 

Slide 8. Some of the things you’ll want to avoid include: “Good writing, good job” or other 
nonspecific praise.  “You wrote a lot.”  Saying this may lead students to be believe that the goal 
is to fill the page.  “That’s not how you spell… or you left out a period … or you’re not supposed 
to…”  Each of these draws students attention to the wrong aspects of writing. 
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Slide 9.  In each of the three previous writing samples, teachers had little information.  
Depending on the complexity of needs your students present, you may have even less 
information to guide your understanding of their writing efforts.  Some students who cannot talk 
will scribble or randomly type texts that you cannot interpret at all. The easiest solution is to let 
them choose a picture to set a topic, and then you can always model thinking and writing a 
topically relevant word.  

See the two examples above. In the example on the left, the student simply types.  She has 
communication system and is unable to use speech to communicate.  Her teacher is left with 
little to go on if she wants to respond to content and encourage writing.  The student on the right, 
however, selected a picture of a tiger from many choices and wrote the equally uninterpretable 
text above it.  However, in this case, the teacher is able to say, “I like what you wrote.  I could 
take your t (she points to the 3rd letter), and write TIGER, T-I-G-E-R,” as she writes on a post-it 
and sticks it on the bottom of his page. 

Slide 10. Pause for activity 1 

Slide 11. When students have complex communication needs, often they have no way to read 
aloud what they have written.  It is still critical to respond positively and to the content of their 
writing.  It is equally vital not to assume we know what a student is intending to write.  For 
example, one student wrote, “No smore zone.” And the teacher praised him for writing so 
cleverly, and asked, “So you can’t eat S’mores there?”  The student vigorously shook his head 
no, which she took to mean his agreement that s’more were forbidden here.  Later she discovered 
through conversation with other students that he was writing, “No snoring zone.” 

When students are unable to use speech for communication, and have no means to read aloud 
their text, try to respond to content without assuming understanding.  

Each of these examples of things you might say encourages the student in some way, while 
keeping the focus on the topic chosen by the student.  None of them assume to know what the 
student wrote. For example, “I see you chose a picture of tigers.  I could the letter P (as you point 
to their use of the letter P) to write PET.  Would you pet at tiger?”  You could also respond by 
saying “You chose 3 tiger pictures today!  I can’t wait to see what you write next.”  Asking 
students to “Tell us more about ….” or “Write more about …” the topic is always a positive 
response. 

Slide 12.  There are a variety of things you should avoid saying when responding to the writing 
of students who have complex communication needs.  For example, avoid generic feedback such 
as “good writing” because it doesn’t help students know what they did that was good.  Avoid 
commenting on how much students have written because it may misguide the student.  Writing a 
lot is not our primary goal. Communicating well is.  Saying things like, “Looks like you were 
trying to write tiger.  Let me show you how to spell it” is based on the presumption that you 
know what the student intended to write. Until the student has sufficient communication skills to 

Dynamic Learning Maps™ Alternate Assessment System Consortium 
KITE and Educator Portal Support: DLM-support@ku.edu or 855.277.9751 Professional Development Team: DLMpd@unc.edu 

mailto:DLMpd@unc.edu
mailto:DLM-�-support@ku.edu


	 	 	 	 	
  	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 																						 	 	 	 	

 
 

  

 
 

 

  

 

  
 

 

   

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

  
 

WRITING INFORMATION	AND	EXPLANATION TEXTS VIDEO TRANSCRIPT 

PAGE 4 
read their own writing or spells well enough that you can read it with confidence, you cannot 
have any confidence in what the student intended to do. Furthermore the comment provides 
corrective feedback rather than encouraging further thinking and writing.  It is like when you 
excitedly told your mother a story when you were young, and, instead of sharing your 
excitement, she said, “Don’t say ‘ain’t.’” 

The final example, “Write this:  I like…” what should be creative, generative, and author-driven 
processes into copying or dictation task – neither of which are the goals of our writing 
instruction. 

Slide 13. Here is a final example of emergent writers with complex communication needs 
beginning to engage in informational writing.  Tyrone and Oscar, best friends, walked through 
camp with their teacher and took photos with an inexpensive digital camera.  Their teacher 
inserted the photos into PowerPoint slides and asked the boys to take turns selecting favorite 
photos and writing about them.  Oscar took this photo.  Tyrone, selected it, and typed 
Ttttttttttttttt.  

Because he is unable to use speech to communicate, he could not read aloud what he wrote to his 
teacher.  She saw that in the photo he was pointing to tie-dyed shirts.  She asked if that was a 
favorite activity, to which he nodded.  

Slide 14. His teacher pointed and said, “I can take that T you wrote, and write ‘Tie, t – i – e, 
dyed, d-y-e-d, t-shirts, t-s-h-i-r-t-s.  Tie dyed t-shirts.”  Tyrone pointed to the picture, nodded, 
and laughed loudly. 

Slide 15.  Oscar selected a photo that Tyrone had taken. Having slightly more capability, he 
typed his name and the random letters, “Oscarbnmm mmnbcvxzz.”  His teacher said while 
pointing, “I see that you typed your name, and you’re smiling.  Do you like camp?”  Oscar, who 
cannot use speech for communication, and whose device had not been charged overnight, smiled 
broadly in assent.  

Slide 16.  His teacher then pointed and typed, “Oscar likes, l-i-k-e-s, camp, c-a-m-p.”  In each of 
these cases, the teacher used the context of the picture plus knowledge of the student to show the 
student how she could build on the things the boys wrote.  She did not presume to know what the 
boys intended to write, but modeled a message that was meaningful to each. 

Slide 17. To help students begin informational writing, then, we must first help them begin 
writing, to feel good about that experience, and to be willing to write again and again.  In doing 
that, we often unintentionally help them begin informational writing, since much of their early 
writing addresses their experience. 

More systematic informational writing begins with a question:  “What do I know about 
(something)?”  That question leads use to explore our memories; review other sources such as 
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family or friends or topic experts; and write lists, organize ideas, and compose coherent text 
about our understanding of experience.  

Slide 18.  Writing without standards typically takes students into informational writing that is 
based on personal experience.  To help students begin to more comprehensively consider what 
they know and have experienced, brainstormed lists, especially those compiled in groups around 
a shared experience, are useful.  

Here is a list compiled by a high school student with autism spectrum disorders following a visit 
to a horse farm. Lists such as this become useful references for students trying to organize their 
thinking as they explain what they have experienced or learned.  

Some students will produce lists when asked to write.  The next step for the teacher is to take an 
item and ask the student to “tell us more.”  For example, “What a great list of farm ideas.  Tell us 
more about horseback riding.”  Or, “What else can you write about the horse?” 

This is also a good time to introduce mini-lessons on simple sentence structure, like “I verb+ed 
object.”  With this list the teacher could module simple structures such as, I went horseback 
riding.  I saw a horse.  I like horses… etc. 

Slide 19.  Lists are a very basic form of informational writing.  Throughout life, we make lists of 
all sorts to remember events and thoughts and to plan future actions:  grocery lists, bucket lists, 
to-do lists, resolutions, Christmas wishes, guest lists, and more.  David Letterman routinely 
delivered a Top Ten countdown list on his late night tv show.  A quick search of the internet 
finds such informational lists as: 10 ways to catch a liar; 13 ways to lower blood pressure; 5 
ways to be a better listener; 7 ways to protect your memory; 11 ways to create more time to think 

Students can be taught to write lists as a way of moving into more systematic informational text 
writing.  One useful informational list in classroom and group settings is rules of behavior.  This 
is a list of rules generated by adolescent campers with disabilities.  Students with complex 
communication needs contributed to the list by selecting camp photos and responding to yes/no 
questions in order to develop the wording of their rule.  The teacher had the students write or 
type the rules themselves and then compiled them on a poster.  The rules read: 

No snoring zone. 

Hand in your cell phones. 

No yelling. 

Be respectful. 

Have fun. 

Don’t go into the counselor’s room. 
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Shower after you go in the pool and lake. 

No fighting. 

Be nice and clean. 

Be quiet. 

Don’t burn your face. 

Don’t say bad words. 

Don’t jump in the lake. 

Have very much fun. 

This is a much more comprehensive treatment of rules than might have been accomplished by 
asking students just to write rules without the help of fellow students or brainstorming before 
writing.  

Slide 20.  As students begin making lists, they can be assisted in creating more and more 
organized lists.  In the organized lists above, teachers employed various strategies.  In the four 
examples at the top, the teacher helped her class think about what they know about summer by 
having the group use their senses to suggest what summer smells like, looks like, feels like, 
sounds like, and tastes like.  

On the yellow poster, the teacher helped the students think through what they were experts 
about:  places they had visited, activities they enjoyed, music and musicians, sports, animals, and 
events. Because the list was generated as a group, and then posted for all to see, the list was more 
comprehensive than any individual student might have generated, and it enabled students to 
reference what they knew best when it was writing time. 

Even students, who don’t have developed spelling skills can be supported in engaging in the 
process of thinking through and recording experiences they have had and topics they feel 
knowledgeable about as in the lower left.  These discussions help students began to consider 
what they know BEFORE they begin writing, and typically lead to more elaborated writing. 

Slide 21. From these organized sensory lists, and with the assistance of word predication 
software that supports spelling, Hillary, a high school student with significant language and 
cognitive disabilities was able to generate this informational text. She generated this text 
independently using a computer with word prediction software.  The brainstorming activity aided 
her planning and consideration of what she and her classmates knew about and had experienced 
in camp.  The use of her five senses provided the organizer for her written reflection about what 
she knew.  Selecting photos for each page before writing her reflection supported her 
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considerable memory difficulties. While lacking in sophistication, Hillary’s text was the most 
elaborate she had constructed independently to that point in her life. 

Slide 22.  Drawing pictures or taking photos of experiences are methods that support students in 
thinking about, recording, remembering, and planning what they want to write about.  Some 
students draw simple line drawings and make lists, like this high school student, who drew and 
wrote:  tents, hike, boats. It is not the quality of the artwork bur rather the process of thinking 
while drawing that seems to enable students to take time to consider what they know about a 
topic before writing.  

Slide 23. Often students with significant disabilities write texts that are difficult for others to 
read.  As you have seen already in this module, it is useful, if these students have speech 
capability, to have them read their texts aloud.  This often enables them to catch differences 
between what they intended and what they actually wrote, and then to revise or edit without 
further guidance.  At the very least, it provides teachers with an interpretable record to guide 
instructional decision-making.  

Darien is a 19-year-old boy with significant cognitive disabilities due to a severe seizure 
disorder.  Darien’s teacher used an app called Click n’ Talk to help him begin to engage in 
informational writing.  This enabled Darien to take photos, insert them into pages, type the 
information the picture helped him remember, and then to record his voice reading aloud what he 
had written. He read these three pages as: Darien is working.  The dinner bell. And I’m Darien 
upside down. 

Slide 24. Since students can’t write about what they don’t know, it is important to add to their 
knowledge base.  The instructional process should include: Beginning with an engaging 
experience.  Taking photos or collecting remnants or objects during the experience. Talking 
about the experience as a group.  Making a list of information you want to share in your writing. 
And Writing. 

Slide 25.  Muriel chose this photo and wrote, “Camp is tubing.  I love to tube.  I go swimming 
and (have) fun.  Rachel, Beth, Elena, Lauren, Hannah, Muriel, Meghan, Cali, Shelley.  Group 
friends.  Silly, weird, wacky faces.  Not angry and mopey pantsed.” 

Slide 26. How do we provide students with relevant experiences they need in order to write 
informational text? 

Educator Edgar Dale developed his “Cone of Experience” to help teachers think about the range 
of experiences teachers can bring to their students in order to increase their knowledge of the 
world.  The most concrete are at the base of the cone, and the most abstract toward the point.  
Those most concrete experiences are direct purposeful experiences and those that we contrive. 
The most abstract experiences involve looking at photos or other symbols or reading/listening to 
someone else tell about something. All types of experience are important and have a role in 
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educating students.  Dale’s cone helps us select the kinds of experiences that best match the 
importance of the information to be learned, the time available for learning, and the needs and 
capabilities of the students. 

Slide 27. Pause for Activity 2 

Slide 28. Regardless of the learning experience, or combination of experiences, that teachers 
organize, it is critical that they structure student thinking, conversations, and writing to increase 
the depth and breadth of learning. 

One teacher devised the following activity to help her middle grades students with significant 
cognitive disability distinguish between levels of importance in details about a experience.  

The group had been writing to college e-pals all semester, and she wanted them to reflect on 
what the appreciated about that experience.  

First she had them brainstorm all of the things they could remember learning about their e-pals, 
as well as what they liked about the experience of emailing with their e-pal.  She asked them to 
think about what their e-pals liked and what their favorite things were.  Some students made lists, 
some drew pictures, and the teacher helped some begin to learn how to use Inspiration to 
organize what they could remember. 

Next, she asked the class to participate in a shared reading activity with The Important Book by 
Margaret Wise Brown.  On each pair of pages she asked them to list details and then to identify 
what the author thought was the most important thing about a spoon, a daisy, the wind, and other 
topics addressed in the book. 

After that discussion, she then engaged the class in a second shared reading activity with the 
same text.  This time she asked the class to discuss on each page how the information was 
structured.  They quickly noted that each page began and ended with “The important thing about 
(something) is (some characteristic or action).”  In between were statements about what the 
identified item does (e.g., grass grows), looks/smells/tastes/sounds/feels like (e.g., it has a sweet 
grassy smell), or is (e.g., it is tender).  The teacher listed some of these structures on a chart and 
hung it from the classroom wall. 

Finally, with the group’s e-pal brainstorm list and the possible sentence structures available on 
the blackboard, she asked each student to generate a personal E-Pal Important Text. 

Slide 29.  Working across two full language arts periods, erasing repeatedly, scratching out and 
rewriting, using the classroom word wall, and the text structure chart, as well as using a 
dictionary with the teacher’s help, the student wrote (errors left in text): The important thing 
about Susan is that she writes back to me. She likes basketball like me. Here favorite sport is 
volleyball. Her favorite desert is ice cream. My penpal has a boyfriend. My penpal birthday is in 
May. Her favorite food is pizza. She likes to go snowboarding or fishing and she is 22 years old. 
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Was a ocean lifeguard for six years. She lived in Alaska for eight years. But the important thing 
about Susan is she writes to me. 

You can see that the student captured many, many details from this semester-long experience 
and captured the essence of the experience in the initial and final sentences.  You can also see 
that the student has difficulties with spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and text structure.  She 
was fully engaged in sharing information about her e-pal because the experience was so 
important to her, and her teacher had supported her thinking in so many different ways.  The text 
fairly represents her learning and was greatly appreciated by Susan, who received a copy via 
email. 

Slide 30. Flannery O’Connor once wrote, “…I have to write to discover what I am doing.  Like 
the old lady, I don’t know so well what I think until I see what I say; then I have to say it again.” 

Writing is an act of discovery, of analysis and synthesis of learning, and a record of that process 
for students.  Through the process of informational writing, students increase their reasoning 
abilities, their understanding and retention of content learning, and their vocabulary 
understanding and use. 

Beyond addressing academic standards, the real value of informational writing for students with 
significant disabilities is in enabling them to reflect on experience and what they have learned 
from it and communicate that clearly to themselves and others.  

Slide 31.  Thank you for completing this module.  For more information about writing 
instruction and the DLM Alternate Assessment System, please go to dynamiclearningmaps.org.  
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