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a writing process, not fighting through writer’s block, 

not spending time thinking through word choice or 

tone, and not looking to learn writing for any other 

reason but to get the grade they want. The result? The 

outcomes that a nonwriter should expect—low scores, 

unengaging pieces, and lots of errors, which then rein-

forces the nonwriter identity and the process starts over, 

trapping the student in a vicious and often escalating 

cycle of nonwriter-ness. In image Figure 4.3 you’ll see 

what self-identity means for our young writers:

Because of the role that identity plays in our actions 

and outcomes, Clear (2018) argues that “true behavior 

change is identity change” (p. 34). This is why getting my 

students to identify as writers is the North Star I point my 

feedback toward. I now know that this goal will not be 

easy; the stories we hold about ourselves don’t go easily, 

and often it takes a whole pile of evidence to the contrary before we will even 

think about shifting them.

While there is no one way to help students begin to identify as writers, there 

are a handful of wise interventions and best practices that we can build into our 

feedback that can have a profound impact. Let’s look more closely at what works.

FIND REAL STRENGTHS  
AND POINT OUT REAL VICTORIES

I have long held the notion that I was born intensely unmusical. The only class 

I ever got an unsatisfactory in was music in fifth grade; my friends still love to 

share the unfortunate story of the one time I did karaoke (seriously, don’t ask); 

and even in my daddy-daughter music class, I have noticed my ability to keep 

up with the rhythmic hand gestures to be inferior to a few of the more musically 

attuned toddlers. While I know all about growth mindsets and am a regular 

evangelist for them in my classes, if I’m being honest, that understanding has 

still not dislodged the internal story I tell about myself about how I am “just 

not musical.”

The problem is that while I objectively know that my fixed not-musical iden-

tity is my own construction, the history and evidence argue so clearly for it. In 
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FIGURE 4.3 • 
My adaptation of the Identity-Actions-Outcomes Cycle 
from James Clear (2018) and Dave Stuart Jr. (2018).




