WRITING SKILLS
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TEACHING AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES
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Several KS3 National Literacy Strategy objectives for Writing reflect these concerns.      
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TEACHING AND LEARNING STRATEGIES
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Core writing skills

Writing in structured and ordered paragraphs

These notes are intended to help non-specialist teachers understand when and how paragraphing can be taught, so that they can help students transfer their skills to writing tasks in other subject areas.  English teachers will have their own strategies and progression routes for teaching paragraphing and you should check with the English department to check their preferred order and methods.  

Year 7 is a good time to assess students’ grasp of the principles of paragraphing.  We can ensure that they can confidently identify the main and supporting points in a paragraph.  

Year 8 affords the opportunity to develop the skill of structuring a paragraph and recognising when to start a new paragraph.  This is also a good time to increase students’ understanding of the various ways of ordering paragraphs and how to use appropriate connectives for different types of ordered text.  

These skills can then be developed further in Y9 and throughout KS4.  

Year 8  

There is a clear opportunity to teach paragraphing skills in the context of Y8 English Unit 3 (Fact and purpose).  

The LCS course text, Writing in paragraphs could be given to students in Y8 by their English or LCS teachers.  If the English teacher feels it would be useful, students can use the sheets Paragraphing Skills 1, 2 and 3, to develop their understanding and skill in writing well-structured paragraphs.  

English teachers could use the writing task in Y8 English Unit 5, Explaining how spiders spin their silk as an opportunity for students to practise structuring their paragraphs with a main point followed by supporting material. However the preceding text about spiders (which students are asked to analyse) has not been printed accurately, so the paragraphing is not clear.  If you want an example of good paragraphing to show your students, the Komodo Dragon text is much better.  

The LCS course text, Organising ideas in paragraphs could also be given to students in Y8 by their English or LCS teachers.  Don’t attempt to teach all the different methods of linking paragraphs at once - use the LCS course text as a source of reference when introducing different writing tasks that require linked paragraphs.   

English teachers can use the Y8 English Unit 5 Writing Assessment to give students an opportunity to link paragraphs in a text (explaining the ‘why’ or ‘how’ of something that interests them).  The assessment checklist suggests link words for explanatory text.  These include the link words listed in the LCS course text for cause and effect paragraphs.  Explain to students that if their explanation is about why something happened, they may mention more than one possible explanation and will therefore need the link words for developing an argument paragraphs as well.  

At the end of Y8 English Unit 5, students are asked to compare and contrast two texts.    This time, students are specifically required to organise their ideas into logical paragraphs and suitable link words are suggested.  Refer students to the parallel section of the LCS course text: link words for compare and contrast paragraphs.  

It is helpful for teachers to refer to the LCS text, so that students are familiar with its content.  The LCS course text will remain with the students throughout their school career (and beyond), long after the English course text has been handed on to a new generation!  Students need to know what is in the text so that they can refer to it when they face a similar writing task in subsequent years.

Year 9  

Unit 1 in the English course (Issues and Arguments) provides a good opportunity to review and develop paragraphing skills.  The English course text provides some explicit teaching about paragraphing on pp 3 – 4, including when a new paragraph should be introduced, identifying the main topic sentence in a paragraph and connectives used to link paragraphs.  This section provides students with an opportunity to review the main paragraphing skills taught in Year 8.

The other exercises in the unit provide an excellent opportunity to teach students how to link paragraphs to construct a coherent, logical argument.  

· Students are asked to analyse a set of paragraphs arguing in favour of school uniforms, then have to use the same grid to plan out their own arguments about the use of taxpayers to pay for defence.  

· Students are asked to analyse an argument about hunting in preparation for writing their own argument for or against hunting in the form of a letter to their MP.  

The LCS course includes an exercise Paragraphing Skills 4 which could be used to give students extra practice at organising a set of statements into arguments and counter-arguments.

When your students are writing about literature, constantly reiterate the PIE structure: Point, Illustration, Explanation (a.k.a the PEE structure – Point, Evidence, Explanation).  This is vital to their success in GCSE English literature so we can’t introduce students to it soon enough.  

Core writing skills (cont’d)

ENGLISH/LCS

Writing reports

This skill is introduced in English in Y8.  It can be seen as a further development of paragraphing skills.  

Students will need the LCS course text on Writing reports to add to their LCS files.  As students cannot take the English course text with them into the future, the LCS course text will be their main source of reference for all further report writing, in school and beyond.

The English course text contains an exercise (Unit 5, pp 15 - 18) where students explore the main features of a report and are then required to write their own report about food in school or school facilities.  They are asked to use the example report in the English course textbook as a model.  

Note:  Working from such an exemplar involves a higher level of decoding skill than working from a template or using a writing frame.  You may feel that some students will find the outline structure given in the LCS text easier to follow, whilst others will do better using the Report Writing Frame that accompanies the LCS section on Report Writing.  
At Y8 stage, we need to emphasise how to divide a report into main sections by using clear headings and sub-headings.  Some students may get the hang of correctly numbered paragraphs (as shown in the LCS text and template) but do not over-stress this.  It will be dealt with in more detail when they revisit report writing in KS4.  



Core writing skills (cont’d)

ENGLISH/LCS

Writing letters
Informal letters

In Y7, we are reviewing personal (informal) letter writing skills, which most pupils will have been taught in primary school.

The English Y7 Unit 2 course text (p 22) contains an exercise where students are asked to write a letter to a friend about their school.  English teachers could use the LCS course text Writing Letters: Informal letters to help students with this task.  You may want to explain to students how an informal letter layout and format differs from a formal letter.  

The LCS course text shows the traditional layout for an informal, handwritten letter and also a more modern layout.  It is up to you which one your students use if they are handwriting their letters.  

You should note that MFL teachers will be doing further work with students on informal letter writing in Y8 and Y9 (albeit in French or Spanish), so it is important to get the layout, formatting and register clear at this foundational stage.

In English Y8 Unit 3, p 14, there is a further opportunity for students to write a letter that is ‘informal’  in terms of the type of language used and the omission of the recipient’s address block.  


Formal letters
In Year 8 and 9, we are focusing on how to lay out and format a formal letter in Y8 and Y9.
    

English or LCS teachers could give students the LCS course text on Writing Letters: formal lettesrs in Y8 so that it is available when they start working on Y8 English Unit 3.  Students should put the text in their LCS files to refer to whenever they have a letter-writing task.  You will need to draw students’ attention particularly to the section on Formal letter layout and formatting (pp 7 – 11).  AGT students may also find the sections on Formal Letter Language useful, although this is mainly aimed at KS4 and above.  

Students need to be aware that there are different conventions for laying out and punctuating formal typed/word-processed letters as compared with formal hand-written letters.  Although there are no hard-and-fast rules for setting out a word-processed letter, the most commonly used format in business contexts is blocked paragraphs with open punctuation.   

The LCS text and exemplars will help students see that there is more than one way to skin the letter-writing rabbit!  

· Formal handwritten letter: LCS Letter Writing text Example 3 

· Formal typed letter, blocked style, open punctuation: LCS Letter Writing text Example 4

· Formal typed letter, semi-blocked style with closed punctuation: LCS Letter Writing text Example 5

The Y8 English course introduces formal letter writing in Unit 3, p 12 by asking students to draw and label a diagram of a formal letter structure.  The exemplar in the English course text is in semi-blocked style (similar to Example 5 in the LCS course text).  Students do not, at this stage, have to write a formal letter themselves.  

Students have a further opportunity to practise formal letter writing in Y9 English Unit 1, p 9, when they are asked to write a formal persuasive letter to their MP about foxhunting.   The English course text provides a writing frame for the task, using a semi-blocked style.  

Developing writing skills across the curriculum

WRITING IN PARAGRAPHS

We have identified writing in paragraphs as a priority learning skill for students in Y8 and Y9 in Focus schools.  

Teachers in all subject areas need to:
· Be aware of this priority

· Ensure that their lesson plans and teaching strategies provide opportunities for students to develop paragraphing skills

· Ensure that they mark for this writing skill as well as for subject knowledge.

Teachers will need to identify units within their subject areas that are particularly relevant for developing paragraphing skills and then incorporate explicit learning and assessment opportunities into their teaching programme.  Here are some suggestions:

History 

By the end of Y8 we want students to be able to write a series of linked paragraphs to explain cause and effect (the final English unit includes a writing assessment where students explain how something works or why something happened.  History teachers are well placed to lead the development of this skill.  

The Zone of Relevance strategy
 is very effective in helping students identify the points that are relevant to an explanation and assign them an order of importance.  Once students have identified all the points and put them in order, they can use the selected points as the topic sentences for the paragraphs in their essay.   

The example included in the LCS course resources is for an essay about the causes of the Great Fire of London.  However, you can use the Zone of Relevance for any topic in the KS3 history curriculum – eg the causes of the Peasants’ Revolt (Y7), the causes of the Civil War (Y8) and the causes of the First World War (Y9).  

The more pupils use this strategy, the better they will become at it and the more the quality of their essay writing will improve.   

Science

Unit 8C Microbes and Disease

A suggested activity for students is to write a magazine article about the advantages and disadvantages of routine immunisations.  Students have to present a point of view in writing, using statistical evidence and linking points persuasively.  

Use the LCS course section about the use of comparison and argument link words (C.1.2  pp 4 – 5)  to support this activity.    This is a good moment to introduce the idea of the PIE structure: make a point, provide some evidence to illustrate it and explain its significance.

Geography

Y8 students normally undertake a study of a LEDC (such as Brazil).

A suggested activity is for students to produce a leaflet comparing different regions/ aspects of the country.   This is a good opportunity to develop students’ skill in writing comparative paragraphs.  Refer your students to the LCS course text section (X.x) about linking comparative paragraphs.  

The LCS course text contains examples of two ways of comparing geographical environments, which could serve as a useful model for students.  Most of your students will find it easier to compare the two environments sequentially but encourage as many as possible (especially your able students) to try the thematic approach.  You may need to prepare a writing frame to support some students, as they may not be so confident with this approach.

WRITING LETTERS
As English and MFL classes aim to develop students’ language skills, it makes sense for us to use French/Spanish as a natural partner subject with English for developing some writings skills, such as letter writing.

WRITING REPORTS
We want students to start learning how to write properly laid out reports in Year 8.  Students will have a go at report writing in the last unit of their Y8 English course, but Science teachers can take the lead in this skill.  

Science

Unit 8D  Ecological relationships

A suggested activity is for students to write a report about the ways in which two environments differ, incorporating appropriate data and other information.  

As this is probably one of the first occasions that students have been asked to write a proper report, you will need to provide a simple framework that incorporates some, but not all, of the elements of a short formal report.  A suggested framework is included in the Report Writing resource pack, which you can adapt this to suit your specific requirements.  This introduces students to some of the main features of a report but omits sections that are only relevant to a business context.  Students should not be referred to the LCS text for this report writing task as the additional sections may confuse them.

It is important that students start to use the language of reports.  Explain to them what ‘Terms of Reference’ and ‘Procedure’ mean in the context of this report-writing task.  Don’t worry about numbered paragraphs at this stage – just get them to write their report under the five main headings.  

This activity requires students to write in paragraphs that are linked by comparison words.  Teachers should use the LCS course text (section X.x) to teach students the appropriate link words for comparing two environments.  

The LCS course text contains examples of two ways of comparing geographical environments, which could serve as a useful model for students.  Most of your students will find it easier to compare the two environments sequentially but encourage as many as possible (especially your able students) to try the thematic approach.  You may need to prepare a writing frame to support students as they may not be so confident with this approach.

IT LINK


These letters could be word-processed, giving good practice in the use of line spacing and alignment options.  Students should use the modern style, as the indented address lines are technically difficult and, in any case, do not look good.


Students can gain further practice in producing informal word processed letters by using the IT exercise: Uncle Jack Welcome Meal.  This exercise is also a mail-merge task.  














Brethren priorities





The core writing skills that feature in the Focus Learning LCS course are:


Copying written text efficiently (1.3)


Planning and laying out work in paragraphs (7.1)


Creating a writing plan/framework ( draft of essay/report (7.2)


Planning a piece of descriptive writing (7.3)


Planning a piece of argumentative writing (7.3)


Letter writing (16.1)





The main aim is to develop students’ ability to write to inform or argue, with essay and report writing being the primary concern, rather than creative writing.   As well as prioritising writing skills that are required for academic success across the curriculum, the Brethren community is looking to develop writing skills that will be useful in future business and community life.  





There is a clear link between writing skills and critical thinking skills as well with written forms of business communication (letters/reports).
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FOCUS LEARNING expectations





Year 7 


copy written text efficiently


recognise how paragraphs in information texts are usually structured: main idea, supporting points 


recognise the cues to start a new paragraph (change of topic or point of view)


begin to organise their ideas into a coherent sequence of paragraphs 


identify the main features of a informal letter and write an informal letter using an appropriate layout, style and tone





Year 8


write paragraphs that follow the basic paragraph structure of main point and supporting points


begin to structure a piece of extended writing (essay) into a sequence of logically ordered paragraphs that answer a specific question (develop an argument)


test the opening sentence of each paragraph in an essay to ensure that it answers the question


create writing plans for pieces of extended writing to describe, explain and inform


identify the main features of a formal letter and write a formal letter using an appropriate layout, style and tone.


identify the main features of an informal and short formal report (structure and layout, style of language and tone) and write a short report using appropriate layout and language





Year 9


use the PIE structure (Point, Illustration, Explanation) to structure paragraphs where appropriate


order paragraphs in a variety of ways, appropriate to different writing tasks


select appropriate connectives to link paragraphs into a coherent text


create writing plans for pieces of extended writing to …….


develop their letter writing skills, differentiating between formal and informal use of language and using a range of different layouts and styles


develop their report writing skills.





This is not quite complete.


The aim is that by the end of KS3 most students will have developed into confident and competent language users, able to understand and manage the language demands of their Key Stage 4 subjects.
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This section of the English course could also provide an opportunity to introduce/use the Six Thinking Hats thinking strategy.











IT LINK


As most formal letters are typed or word-processed, formal letter writing can be effectively taught in tandem with IT.  





A semi-blocked letter style requires a higher level of word-processing skill (use of tabs and right alignment) than a blocked style – that is why, after all, most businesses have adopted the blocked style.  If your students are going to type any letters, suggest that they use the blocked style unless and until their WP skills are more advanced.





You can use the WP exercise: Formal letter of complain task  to develop your students’ production letter skills.  Even Y7 children can produce a professional-looking formal letter using the template provided.  





IT LINK


You will need to decide whether this first stab at writing a report should be hand-written or typed.  Producing a report on a word-processor provides a good opportunity to practise several important formatting skills, including use of different font sizes, use of bold and italics, use of underscore, indenting, line spacing, etc.   A printed report also looks more professional and helps the students associate report writing with a business-like context, different from their usual writing tasks.  








FOCUS LEARNING expectations


In the introductory sheet: Do you know how English is taught and examined in Focus Schools, it is expected that English teachers will ensure that they are teaching to the NLS attainment targets and that they are keeping a record of each pupil’s progress in achieving those targets.  English schemes of work and individual lesson plans are expected to demonstrate how the national targets are being covered.


Bearing in mind the NLS objectives and adopting best practice for teaching children to structure extended pieces of writing, we would want most students in Focus Schools to be able to:








� There is a formal letter exemplar in the Y7 English course textbook (Unit 2, p 22) and in the Y8 English course textbook (Unit 3, p 12.  Teachers may feel that as the focus is on informal letter writing in Y7, it is not necessary to complicate things at this stage by introducing an exemplar of a formal letter.  The Y8 formal letter exemplar is semi-blocked with mixed punctuation.  Again, teachers may want students to understand the basic styles in their ‘pure’ form before they consider mixed styles. 





�  The NLS guidance document suggests that "schools focus their energies on a small and memorable number of cross-curricular literacy priorities in each year”.  Unless the school has identified its own priorities, it is suggested that one of the four priorities for Year 8 should be the development of the skill of grouping sentences into paragraphs.  As the NLS guidance document Language at Work in Lessons indicates, developing writing and other language skills in subject areas should not be seen as an alternative or additional load on the subject but as a means of supporting subject learning 





� The Zone of Relevance strategy has been developed by Christine Counsell, Senior Lecturer in Education at the University of Cambridge.  You can find out more by going to  � HYPERLINK "http://czv.e2bn.net/e2bn/leas/c99/schools/czv/web/counsell.htm" ��http://czv.e2bn.net/e2bn/leas/c99/schools/czv/web/counsell.htm�. This webpage includes some interesting video clips of Christine Counsell explaining the strategy at a teachers’ training day.  The strategy was developed in the context of history teaching but it can be used to good effect in other subjects – in fact, in any context where students have to develop an explanatory argument and need to work out what points are relevant to answering the question and how they can put the relevant points in a sensible order.  
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