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Introduction

‘Anyone who has never made a mistake has never tried anything new.’ Albert Einstein

The writer P.G. Wodehouse was once asked if he ever read the reviews of his work. He said, ‘No, but I do weigh them.’ He recognised that to feel uplifted by positive comments put him as much under the influence of the reviewer as to feel deflated by negative opinions.

This is not a trivial point. Of course we all like to receive some praise, though a single negative comment can undo the good work of many positive ones. A few years ago I was asked to be on the judging panel for a children’s writing competition. One of the winners was 16-year-old Ellie who was absolutely delighted with her achievement and told me that her ambition was to be a published author. The following year I met Ellie again. She had not entered the competition this time but volunteered to be one of the helpers at the event. When I asked her how her writing was coming on her face fell and she confessed that she hadn’t written anything for months. When I asked why, she told me that shortly after her competition success she handed in a short story to her English teacher who had (unprofessionally in my view) told her that it was ‘awful’. To compound the damage, Ellie’s teacher hadn’t justified her opinion at all but simply littered the work with corrections and suggestions for alternative words and phrases (which is no justification at all).

I wonder if you find this at all controversial? You might well argue that a teacher’s job is precisely to improve the standard of their pupils’ work. I would agree with that of course, but feel strongly that there are more elegant and helpful ways of going about this; ways that nurture and support a child’s emerging understanding – in this case of how language works – without knocking back their confidence and demotivating them to continue trying to improve.

The education system is, perhaps necessarily, built on the premises of competition and comparison. Children’s efforts are judged against those of their contemporaries within a given school and across schools. Recent press coverage of the performance of British students in PISA tests (Programme for International Student Assessment) highlights the increasing importance in some people’s minds of making comparisons on a global scale. Combined with the political wish to attract ‘the brightest and the best’ so that we can ‘drive up standards’ to ‘run and fight in the global race’, plus repeated insistence that the curriculum should be made more ‘rigorous’, we see the ethos of comparison and competition intensifying, resulting in greater pressure than ever being placed on teachers and pupils alike.

While I have a view on the use of such metaphors within the lexicon of education, as you may have noticed, it’s not my intention to debate the issue. Nor do I deny that learning to use language more effectively requires discipline, determination and resilience. In short, becoming a better writer per se is hard work. My central contention is that young writers are more likely to make an effort within a nurturing environment that aims to develop their self-confidence as well as their technical skills. Motivation is closely linked with raised self-esteem – bearing in mind that self-esteem is not predicated solely on the opinions of others, but arrived at also through the considered judgements of the individual themselves.

The aims of this book therefore are to give pupils some tips, techniques and strategies for improving the quality of their writing and speaking while also offering advice on dealing with the emotional aspects of developing the craft of ‘wordmanship’. The activities are grouped under several broad headings that form a loose sequence of study should you decide to work through them in order. On the other hand, you might choose to cherry pick certain activities and build them into your own programmes of work. Either way, the intention is that they should complement what you already do to develop your pupils’ writing ability in a way that is congruent with the demands of the curriculum, bearing in mind however what Aldous Huxley said that, ‘Writers write to influence their readers … but always, at bottom, to be more themselves’.


Chapter 1

Creating the writing environment

Some years ago, I wrote a few books of short stories about a group of friends who called themselves the Double Darers. They enjoyed daring each other to do things, but whoever made up the dare was then double dared back by the others. Once that happened, everyone in the group had to undertake the dare. If you didn’t, you were a yellow-belly chicken, and if you were a yellow-belly chicken three times you had to leave the group, which nobody wanted to do because they all had such fun. Despite their mischief, the Double Darers had a code of honour that was enshrined in two mottoes:

Dare to do it and do your best – with the intention that your best in the future will be better than your best today!

Have fun but hurt no one.

These seem like a good starting point for establishing a learning environment that takes account of various factors which can inhibit children’s willingness to write and affect their self confidence.

Factors inhibiting learning and quick solutions

1.A fear of the blank page. Feeling anxious that you won’t be able to think of anything to write. A lack of strategies for generating, organising and refining ideas.

Solution: Lots of the techniques in this book will help to overcome the fear of the blank page, but a quick and effective ploy is to ask open questions – Where and when is the action set? What do my characters look like? Why do they do what they do (what is their motivation)? and so on. The same technique works for non-fiction – What points do I want to make and in what order? Where can I check my facts? Who am I writing for (style, age range)? etc.

2.An over-emphasis on technical accuracy from the outset.

Solution: Aiming to be technically accurate is important, but this is a network of skills that grows over time and should not be allowed to inhibit the creative flow when writing or any inhibit child’s enjoyment of turning thoughts into words and sentences. Perhaps rather than ‘technically accurate’, ‘technically appropriate’ is more important, by which I mean suiting the form and style of the writing to the writer’s purposes. If, for example, a child is writing a story where one character is texting another, it would be appropriate to say:

A: ‘shaL I cum round tonight?’ B: ‘yS c U bout 6 & we c%d watch a mvie’ (though hardly accurate in terms of ‘standard’ English). A related idea to consider is the degree to which formal knowledge of grammar helps to develop a young writer’s skills rather than just existing as a collection of dry facts about language. I’ve been a published writer for over 30 years and have loved writing for much longer than that, without ever knowing what a fronted adverbial is (or whether it’s correct to end a sentence with ‘is’). That said, when children are enjoying
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