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Author’s Note, Third Edition

Before we begin, I have a confession to make. I might call myself ‘a writer’ or if I’m feeling fancy ‘an author’, but what I actually do is talk to people. That’s what I’m doing to you right now. Yes, the words are written down and printed out on a page (or, increasingly likely these days, residing on a screen of some kind), but in essence I’m talking to you through the medium of the written word. And what I most need to happen is for you to feel that, as you read this book, you can hear my voice inside your head: enthusing, warning, suggesting, urging, advising, and hopefully inspiring too.

If you take a quick look around your classroom, you’ll find it easy to identify those students who can write well, and equally those ones who struggle. What you’re actually considering, though, is who can express themselves through language, who is good at articulating what they want to say? Yes, the nuts and bolts matter – they’ve got to be able to form letters, words and sentences, to spell, to punctuate, to paragraph. But even when every single one of those aspects is perfectly in place, they must still have that desire to communicate, to express themselves, before you can hope to get quality writing out of them.

As we move ever further into the ‘digital age’, there are more and more ways in which our students can satisfy an urge to communicate. As teachers we have a duty to give them the tools with which to express themselves. Equally, we have a duty to inspire them to use the medium of language to get their thoughts, ideas, creative expression, opinions – whatever they wish! –out into the world. Because it’s only when they can connect with an audience of readers that their writing really comes to life.

Please note that this is most definitely not a book about meeting targets or getting to grips with the latest government strategies for literacy. Nor is it a book about working out how to (in that awful phrase which makes being a teacher sound like working for a courier company) ‘deliver the curriculum’. In education, fads and fashions come and go, governments and education departments change, vast forests of trees are wasted in bringing you the very latest initiatives. But when it comes to what actually happens in the classroom, good quality, inspirational teaching remains pretty much constant. And that’s what this book is about.

I’m hugely fortunate to write professionally. And when I think back to my own education, I owe a vote of thanks to those teachers who helped me learn how to write, and who inspired in me the desire to communicate my thoughts and ideas. It’s my hope that the third edition of this book will help you get your students to become excellent writers. By equipping them to write well, you give them the best chance to succeed in life, to grasp all the opportunities they have to express themselves, and to contribute their ideas and thoughts to the world in whatever form they choose. It’s a big challenge, but equally a huge honour. I wish you well in your quest.

Sue Cowley

www.suecowley.co.uk
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Introduction

The pen is the tongue of the mind.

Miguel de Cervantes

The written word is all around us: the form varies, the language changes with time, but the impulse to communicate through writing is a constant. For those of us who work in education, writing is fundamental. Every subject taught in schools and colleges demands that, at some point, the student must pick up a pen and make marks on paper. Or, as we march ever onwards into the digital age, that they should type their thoughts on-screen. How, then, can we ‘kick-start’ the writing process, whether this means getting young children confident about using the written word, or fighting the disaffection that some older students feel? How can we motivate and inspire our students to write, especially those for whom writing is a real struggle? And once we’ve got them motivated, how can we ensure that the writing they produce is clear, accurate, well written and enjoyable?

This book aims to answer these questions. The ideas here will be of most interest to English teachers, and to those staff working to improve literacy in primary schools. But equally there should be much food for thought here for those helping students to write in all areas of the curriculum. Whatever part of the sector you work in, and whatever subject you teach, remember that we all have a stake in improving our students’ literacy skills and their motivation to express themselves through language.

In this book you will find a combination of tips, teaching strategies, examples and exercises, from which you can choose those best suited to your particular needs. My hope is that the material here will inspire you to find new and exciting ways to encourage your students to develop their writing. My own experiences as a teacher have taught me that it is often the unusual ideas and strategies that prove effective, especially when working with poorly motivated students.

My primary aim in this book is to offer you practical advice, written in an honest, accessible and straightforward way – advice that will be of immediate use to you in the classroom or setting in which you work. The ideas included in this book are based on my own experiences as a teacher and as a writer. I have tried to avoid jargon and complicated terminology, for these are the enemies of the teacher, and of the writer. When we’re communicating, we should always try to put across what we want to say as simply and clearly as possible. There’s nothing clever about using big words and confusing acronyms for their own sake. Every word must serve a purpose.

In recent years there’s been a strong focus on the importance of literacy and the skills and experiences that children need to help them communicate effectively. What this means is that teachers in all subject areas are becoming ever more aware of how crucial (and complex) the acquisition of literacy actually is. Within this book, you will find strat­egies and approaches to help you teach writing in a way that will motivate and engage all your students, and allow you to give them access to the wonderful gift of literacy.

We write for a multitude of reasons and purposes. Some students write only because they have to, because Miss or Sir is leaning on their shoulders and threatening all manner of consequences if they refuse to put pen to paper. Other students genuinely enjoy the chance to express themselves through words. The majority of our students are involved in written communication every day of their lives, although they might not realize it, or consider it to be ‘writing’. Outside of class time (and sometimes even during lessons!), the sound of text messages being sent and received has become the new soundtrack of our school days. Emails, chat-rooms and social networking sites have become the digital equivalent of the paper messages that we used to pass around amongst our peers.

The reality for teachers in the classroom starts with motivating students to turn their thoughts into words, and to present these on paper. We need to show them that writing is important, and make it clear that there is no hidden secret to good writing, simply a range of techniques that we have to learn. Writing well is about learning the skills (and tricks) that help create good writing. Just as a violin player must learn musical technique before adding the expression that brings his or her playing to life, so we must teach our pupils the techniques that writing involves, and help them learn how to express themselves in an accurate and imaginative way.

You’ll see, scattered through this book, a symbol that looks like the one in the margin. Wherever you see this symbol, go to the companion website to find useful links, downloadable resources and texts for you to use in class. You can also find additional writing resources, and a place to publish your own and your students’ writing, at my website: www.celebrate-writing.co.uk.

It is my hope that the third edition of this book will help you get your students writing, and writing as well as they possibly can. If I’m honest, I also hope that this book will inspire you to write more yourself. Celebrate writing, in all its forms and in all its wonderful complexity. Throw open your mind, and share what is in there through the magical medium of words.

Sue Cowley

www.celebrate-writing.co.uk

Please note: to keep things simple, I have used a mixture of ‘he’ and ‘she’ throughout this book when talking about students.


Part 1

Starting Points


1

First Steps to Writing

A journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step.

Confucius

The journey to literacy, and to becoming a writer, is a long, hard and complex one. I’m very lucky in that I originally trained as an early years teacher, before becoming a secondary English teacher – it gave me an understanding of the first steps in the process of learning to write. Understanding how those ‘first steps’ happen is illuminating – especially if you’re working with older students who seem totally blocked when it comes to expressing themselves through writing. Perhaps your students have gone astray, and are struggling to get back on track; maybe they have special needs such as dyslexia, which have severely delayed their writing; maybe they’ve been let down by poor teaching or been in a school where poor behaviour stopped them from progressing? In this chapter I show how these early steps can link to writing skills and activities used later on in a student’s school career.

Becoming a writer is obviously about learning the letters, but it’s also about acquiring a set of physical, intellectual and emotional skills and attitudes that go together to make a ‘writer’. To be a confident, fluent writer, your students need:

ઙ an understanding of when and why they might need or want to write

ઙ a desire to communicate their ideas through writing

ઙ the confidence to believe that what they say matters

ઙ the resilience to keep going when it’s hard work

ઙ to have moved from forming letters, to words, to sentences, to paragraphs and then longer  pieces of text

ઙ engaging and inspiring resources with which to express themselves.

The strands of literacy

Although this book is essentially about teaching writing, writing is of course inextricably linked to both reading and to speaking and listening. For the writer, words are what matter, whether they are in your mouth, in someone else’s mouth, on a page of a book, on a computer screen, or being made by a pen.

Reading and writing: the vital link

There is a crucial link between the dual literacy skills of reading and writing. Reading feeds into writing: not least because if a reader sees a letter or word frequently, they are more likely to be able to remember and replicate its shape (it’s not all about sound). Reading also feeds into writing because it helps our students understand what writing is for: that books and other texts are a source of pleasure, education, information, and so on. This is not a book about teaching students to read, but if you want your students to become good writers, you must encourage them to read as frequently and as widely as possible. Present them with different kinds of writing, and read to them from a range of texts (yes, stories, but also non fiction, poetry, posters, computers, and so on). By doing this, you will help them become more effective writers.

Teachers can encourage lots of reading by:

ઙ involving parents or carers whenever possible

ઙ getting students reading anything and everything

ઙ making sure there’s a clear reason for reading

ઙ showing students that texts and reading are a natural part of life

ઙ teaching students to read as a writer and write as a reader

ઙ showing them that you’re a reader/writer too.

Speaking/listening and writing: the weakest link?

At its heart, all writing is about communication. When I write, I type down the words that I would speak to an audience of educators (obviously with some editing to make the text clear, concise and hopefully engaging). Writing is effectively about speaking to your reader via the written word. This link between speaking and writing means that students who find it hard to listen to others, or to articulate themselves in speech, will have problems doing the same in writing. If a student finds it hard to construct short, concise and clear phrases or sentences verbally, then this weakness will inevitably be transmitted to the page. Students will typically write as they speak – ‘would of’ instead of ‘would have’ or ‘would’ve’.

To develop your students’ skills, practise speaking and listening in a range of formats. Aim to:

ઙ build their confidence

ઙ make activities fun and engaging

ઙ set lots of challenges

ઙ talk about how speech is structured

ઙ identify formal and informal language

ઙ develop the use of Standard English

ઙ use lots of different listening tasks

ઙ teach good listening behaviour.

Early mark making

From a very early age (often before they are even two) children start to make marks. The urge to draw and write seems hard-wired into our genetic make-up – as soon as our hands are big and strong enough to hold a writing implement, we can hardly wait to get going. There is a certain magic about the very earliest part of the process of learning to write – what is known in early years as ‘mark making’. At this stage, the emphasis is on motivating and inspiring children to make those marks – through painting, colouring, mucky play – and helping them develop the fine motor skills required to hold a writing tool.

In the early years children are given access to a wide range of resources to inspire their mark making. There’s no harm at all in offering some of these same resources to much older students, to reinvigorate them and to release their creative energies. Indeed, if you’re working with students who have a special need such as dyslexia or autism, many of these approaches are acknowledged as good practice. Have a think about how you might utilize some of these ideas with your own students.

What could the students write with? Pens, pencils, crayons, whiteboard markers, chalks and charcoals, outdoor chalks, paint, mud, wool trailed in paint.

What could the students write on? Plain paper – small sheets, huge scale, graph paper, clipboards, mini-whiteboards, Post-its, envelopes, postcards.

What could the students write in? Sand, water, the air, clay, ice, wax.

What could the students make letter shapes with? Plasticine, vegetables, dough, their fingers, bodies, shadows, pipe cleaners.

Where could the students do their writing? Indoors, outdoors, on large sheets of paper pinned on a wall, directly onto a specific wall outside, on the ground (tarmac, earth, pavement), under a table, during a drama activity, in a forest, during a walk.

What kind of inspirations can I use for writing? A shopping list, a menu at a café, a pizza recipe, a postcard from an alien, writing cards (Christmas, birthday), treasure hunts.

Early writing techniques

It might seem odd to be talking about writing techniques in the early stages of learning to write. However, this is the stage at which certain key techniques must be learned. Students very easily get into the wrong habits around writing, for instance holding a pencil in the wrong way, or forming letters incorrectly. It’s far easier and better to get into the right habit from the start, than for the student to have to unlearn a bad habit later on. If you’re working with older students who have got themselves into bad habits, the process of ‘unlearning’ these parts of the process can be a real struggle.

When considering technique, make sure that you:

ઙGet the physical action right: Are your writers holding their pencils or pens in the correct way, sometimes referred to as a ‘tripod grip’? You can find manufactured pen-holders to make this easier for them, or mould Plasticine around a pen to make it easier to grip correctly.

ઙExperiment with different instruments: Some students find a chunky pen size easier to work with; others prefer to write with a felt tip rather than a pen or pencil. Experiment to find the instrument that best suits each individual, rather than insisting on a ‘one size fits all’ approach.

ઙConsider posture: Good posture is a key part of a good writing technique. Consider the furniture in your room – is it conducive to good posture? Can you make any practical changes? Encourage your ­students to sit up tall, with legs uncrossed. Check the table height: students should not have to bend their wrists to reach the surface, nor bend their backs over to write. As students get older, and are asked to write for longer periods of time, this becomes ever more important.

Finger exercises

One of the key writing techniques is for students to develop the muscles in their fingers. Incorporate activities specifically aimed at developing hand and finger strength. As they get older, and are asked to write more frequently and for longer, these exercises help them avoid muscle fatigue in their fingers and hands.

For instance, you can get them to:

ઙ Touch a thumb to each finger in turn (thumb to index, thumb to middle, thumb to ring, thumb to little, then back again). Repeat this exercise with both hands together.

ઙSeparate the fingers so that index and middle are together on one side, and ring and little together on the
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