What goes on inside my head when I’m writing?” and how does this affect the teaching of writing in lower KS2?

Aims of the Project

To find out what 8-9 year old children understand about writing and the writing process in order to:

· improve standards in the teaching and learning of writing; 

· inform assessment procedures in writing and 

· engage all children as enthusiastic writers.

Context

The research data were gathered from children in Year 4 in one school over a period of 4 successive years. In total about 120 children were involved. The school is a first school, taking 150 children from Reception to Year 4, and is situated on the outskirts of Newmarket. The catchment area is predominantly white and includes both private and local authority housing estates. Although some  of the parents are fairly affluent, a relatively low number of them have experienced higher education. A large proportion of the parents work, in some capacity, in the racing industry.

Summary of Main Findings

The children’s metacognitive understanding about themselves as writers has improved. This led to:
· rising standards because the majority of the children knew what they were aiming to achieve;

· better assessment because the children were able to participate more fully in the assessment process and many could articulate their concerns and achievements;

· greater engagement in the writing process by all the children; and 

· a more interactive and flexible approach to teaching writing as I understood more about children as writers.
Background
Setting targets: a way to improve standards in primary writing?

In 2002 I completed a research Masters degree in which I explored the question of whether or not target setting for writing contributed to raising standards in my classes. My findings, which are consistent with the main body of published research, were that target setting per se did not necessarily make a significant contribution to raising standards, but making learning outcomes explicit for children had an important impact. Target setting can be effective in making learning outcomes explicit, so is often linked to rising standards. 

Setting targets or negotiating targets?

At one point in my research I was talking Sarah about her individual targets when she told me that she didn’t know what they were.  She thought that I had given her the wrong ones. If I had set her different targets, the same ones that her friend had (which she enunciated clearly) she would achieve them because they were interesting. This insight forced me to consider the question of whether targets should be something we ‘set’ for children to achieve, or whether targets should be negotiated within the context of shared understandings about what constitutes ‘good writing’. This has led to a recognition that unless I, as their teacher, have some insight into children’s understanding of writing and the writing process I cannot know whether or not they all share the same understanding that I have. 

Teaching processes and strategies

Developing a metalanguage to talk about writing

Trying to understand children as writers is, in itself, a challenge because we can only evaluate the external manifestations of what is essentially an internal process. One of the first steps has been to try to establish an agreed ‘metalanguage’ (i.e. a language to talk about language) that we can all use. This metalanguage necessarily includes words to talk about different word classes (so, for example, we can discuss the desirability of inserting a time adverbial at the beginning of a paragraph), but it also includes language to talk about features of texts including structure, pace, characterisation, layout. Once we had established the metalanguage, we had the means to negotiate understanding about ‘good writing’.

Using the metalanguage for assessment and self-assessment

Developing a metalanguage also provided children with opportunities to engage more fully with the process of self-assessment; if they know and understand specific learning outcomes, they can often evaluate whether or not they have achieved them. This has made the redrafting process much more meaningful. As Ric wrote, “I put a 3 part sentence in my climax to make it move faster to be more interesting for my reader.” For most of the children, acquiring a metalanguage has been a very positive experience. They have enjoyed learning new words and finding ways of thinking about themselves as learners; they have relished the responsibility of making their own judgements about their own and their peers’ work; and they have seized the opportunities offered to take a more active role in their own learning.

Metalanguage and the ‘language gap’

For a small minority of children, however, the process of ‘negotiating meaning’ has been bewildering. This minority included the lower attaining children who struggled with the concepts and thus didn’t  listen very attentively.  Some higher attaining children also appeared to have difficulty with concepts because they were inattentive. At least, that was my assumption. But when I investigated more closely I found that  these children generally knew exactly what I had been saying and could repeat my most commonly reiterated ‘mantras’- (e.g. “add detail and description”; “use all 5 senses when writing a climax”).  The children just didn’t know what they meant in practice. In spite of modelling, scaffolding, demonstrating and careful feedback, there was some kind of a ‘language gap’ between what I think I teach and what some of the children understand from what I say.

Since recognising that language gap – and my on-going research interest is looking at ways of bridging it – my teaching has become both more interactive and more flexible. It is more interactive in that I know that I need to listen carefully to what the children are saying in order to achieve a better understanding of the ‘language gap’; my teaching is more flexible because I am now better able to consider what it is that is blocking an individual child’s learning pathway and to address that need through scribing, offering opportunities to make tape recordings or to draw pictures to explain a story, and letting children work with writing partners (etc).

One of the major changes to my teaching has been in helping the children to develop a more metacognitive approach to their own learning. In practice, this often means asking children to diagnose their own strengths and weaknesses as writers (and across the rest of the curriculum). As part of the redrafting process, I now ask all children to write a note to tell me what they are proud of having achieved in a piece of writing as well as saying what they would like to improve in the next piece of writing. This simple technique gives me instant access to some of the children’s perceptions about their own writing – and this provides an early warning of children who have achieved a target but are unaware of it, or those who think they have understood something when there is no evidence of it in their writing. Another technique, which achieves similar ends, is to ask children to carry out peer and self-assessments against lists of statements.

A further advantage of helping children to understand their learning better is that children no longer say things like “I don’t like writing” or “I don’t know what to write”. They are better able to focus on which aspect of writing they don’t like: they might find it tiring holding a pencil and need a cushioned grip, they might find spelling hard and need to work with a spelling mat or an electronic spell checker at hand, or they might need to discuss exactly what their writing block is, for instance, whether they need help with a mot juste or with developing the plot.
I am still working to try to develop more ways of bridging the language gap, but once you recognise its existence, opportunities continually present themselves. The major problem is time!

Findings

Measurable improvement

The main measurable outcome of the research has been that for the past 3 years over 85% of all Year 4 children in the school have achieved ‘value added’ attainment in writing (as opposed to between 30% and 50% in previous years). Over the past 3 years, over 95% of the children have achieved level 3+ in the Y4 optional SATs, with about 30% achieving level 4. This compares to an average of less than 70% achieving level 2 in Y2 SATs and under 10% achieving level 3. 
In addition, my colleagues have recognised the benefits of my research and this general approach to teaching writing – which involves making expectations explicit through focused teaching and modelling as well as encouraging children to be involved in self assessment and redrafting procedures – now prevails throughout the school. Our standards in writing currently exceed those in reading.

Informed teaching

We have also, as a school, become better informed teachers of writing because in order to help children to acquire metacognitive awareness of the writing process we, as teachers, have to fully understand the processes ourselves. We are learning how to help children to self-assess and to set appropriate and realistic, but challenging, targets for themselves.

Motivating writers

For me personally, the biggest, though unmeasurable,  difference has been in the motivation of the more reluctant writers. Since I have taken more interest in learning to write rather than in teaching writing, attitudes to writing have changed. None of the children in my class are now frightened of writing, nor are they unwilling to write. All the children are willing to engage in ‘writerly’ activities and are able to value different ways of approaching, and succeeding at, writing.

For all of the children, this more transparent writing process and the clarification of how they can engage with it has been a liberating experience. The children are beginning to enjoy exploring sentence constructions and making more graphic vocabulary choices. Gina was writing about a sea monster and said: “I’m going to say that it’s ‘glutinous’ and ‘gelatinous’. Before, I’d have said that it was ‘sticky’ because I can spell that!”. Children like Gina are becoming fully engaged as writers and this is reflected in the standards they achieve.

Research Methods

At the very beginning of the school year, I asked the children to draw and write about  “What goes on inside my head when I’m writing.”  I used this drawing and writing as a baseline against which to judge children’s growing metacognitive understanding. The rest of my data collection methods were enhancements of normal classroom activities. For example, rather than just chatting to children about their writing, I made tape recordings, with the children’s and their parents’ permission, of the conversations for later contemplation.  I took copies of all the writing the children did and followed up on their own “I want to improve” targets more assiduously than I might otherwise have done.  I took advantage of many aspects of the literacy hour to ask children to explore and record, through writing, drawing and tape recording, their feelings and understanding about writing. These activities were designed to develop my understanding of the children as writers and to help children to articulate their own metacognitive understanding. These enhancements to teaching the literacy curriculum and marking children’s books with comments and suggestions for redrafting also included:

· teaching children to assess their own and each others’ work and to redraft;

· tape recordings of children as response partners; and 

· drawing and writing about writing.

Conclusions

Pleasing the teacher

It is important not to overclaim the results of these writing interventions. We need also to acknowledge that young children like to please their teacher. Writing and ‘writerly behaviours’ have high status in my classroom and this, in itself, may partially account for the raised standards in writing as the children try to please me by trying particularly hard  with writing. For whatever reason, it is certainly the case that for the past three years standards in writing have improved significantly during Year 4 in my school and attitudes have improved even more. 

Evidence from children

Evidence from the children’s writing itself, from their talk about their writing and from their drawings and writing about their writing suggest that, during the year, most of them have acquired:

· some metalanguage to talk about their writing;

· some metacognitive understanding about themselves as learners and writers;

· an understanding about what writing is ‘for’ and how to ‘improve it’; and 

· a willingness to engage with writing and to talk about aspirations and intentions for a piece of written text.

Implications for teachers

While mindful of the limitations of this study due to its scale and specific context, other teachers may wish to consider whether:

· your pupils have a metacognitive understanding about the writing process and use it to assess and monitor their own progress;

· your pupils have a true understanding of why we teach them to write as well as what we teach them to write; and
· you are making accurate and useful assessments for learning which focus on what children really know and understand about writing and the writing process.
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