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TEACHING IN THE
GAPS OF THE
WRITING PROCESS

Adrian explores ways in which the writing process can be taught more
effectively by analysing what should be placed between each part of the

learning sequence.

By Adrian Copping

. I often picture the
strategies we use to

teach the writing process as
building blocks. We, as teachers
plan these blocks really well.

We make brilliant mentor texts
(WAGOLLs), we help learners
come up with great ideas,
deconstruct reading, sentence
structure, plan the writing,
powerful verbs, synonyms for said
and so on. How many of you sit
there having done your weekly
English plan and think - Yes!
That will be amazing? How many
of you sit there on Tuesday and
think, why didn’t they get that
link? How come they couldn’t see
that they can use that language in
their work?

The answer, I think, goes back
to the building metaphor. They

need cement! Having spent a year
as a builders’ labourer, I can fully
appreciate the power of cement.
Cement joins the blocks together,
it connects them, it helps them
make sense of one another. In

my book ‘Thinking for Primary
Writing’, I have a section called
‘The importance of cement’. In this
section I say something like,

Part of the challenge for us as
teachers is that our children

are not inside our heads as we
are connecting ideas to create
sequences of work. Whether we
are using a scheme, published
resources or planning from
scratch, we spend time thinking
about order, sequence and
structure to designing something
great. We create connections in
our heads between shared reading

and writing, modelling and their
writing and to us, when we see

it all in that nice and clear word
document or whatever you use, it
all makes sense, it is obvious how
it all fits together. But guess what,
our children are not inside our
heads. Probably quite a good thing
for most of us! To our learners,

the incredible connected design
that we have created for their
learning may well just be a series
of unrelated activities to do and
hopefully get right. In other words,
they are blocks placed next to each
other without being connected by
cement.

So, in this context, what is

the cement? Well, I think it’s
creative thinking. When we think
creatively, connections are made,
possibilities are uncovered and

¥ @hwrk_magazine

HWRKMAGAZINE.CO.UK

N

0000000000000
0000000000000

Ce00000000000
C000000000000

LITERACY

O ==m=mmmemmemmaenaaaaa O

ISSUE 34 // HWRK MAGAZINE // 53



writing can become more about
craft than conformity and more
about creation than compliance.

I think there are several ways we
can build creative thinking into
our teaching, not the blocks, but
the gaps- we need to, at huge risk
of mixing metaphors, stand in the
gap and build bridges between the
building blocks.

So, my first practical approach for

you to think about embedding in
the way you teach writing is called

Unit direction of travel

‘building learning bridges’. In
Thinking for Primary Writing I have
given an example of this technique
for almost second level planning
using the classic Christina Rossetti
poem ‘A birthday’. The example
below is something similar using
Shirley Hughes’ beautifully
illustrated evacuation themed
story ‘The Lion and The Unicorn’.
Given a brass cap badge of a lion
and unicorn by his father when

he goes to fight in World War

II, Lenny Levi is evacuated from
London to a big country manor.

There he battles against fear,
bullying, until he meets an injured
soldier in his safe space, the
manor’s walled garden who helps
him understand what courage
really is all about. I challenge
anyone to not shed a tear at its
conclusion.

The figure below represents the
building blocks of a unit of work
where the teacher wants to insert
some new characters into the story
and perhaps twist the plot a little.

Planning

Shared Reading
The part of the
story when Lenny
arrives at the
manaor -until
meeting Mick in
the garden

Discussion
Being left out, not
fitting in, being
scared, feeling
lonely. Discussion
of key characters

Discuss actions in
the story. Who
else might be
there and how

would the action
changeasa
result?

Modelled Write
Speech, writing
action, use of
powerful verhs,
Communicate
character
behaviour

Independent

evaluate, revise

Write
Compose,

and edit

Here are building blocks you
might recognise and expect to be
there. It’s probably a weekly plan
structure you use yourself. So
having just sat here and planned
this myself, it all makes perfect
sense — I can visualise it, see

Unit direction of travel

connections between the blocks.
But you might be reading this and
scratching your head, thinking
‘how does this work?’ However,
you do have the benefit of being
teachers so will have familiarity
with this process to attach your

thinking to.

The figure below is a section of the
above plan with learning bridges

between some of the blocks.

Planning
Discuss actions in
the story. Who
else might be
there and how
would the action
change as a
result?
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Helping the learners cross the
learning bridge is crucial to their
success. The key here I think is
process. We need our learners to
be fully engaged and present as
they cross the learning bridge - it’s
not something that can be done
for them or something they can
jump over. In order to develop the
knowledge to understand what’s
required in the next block, they
have to journey over the bridge.

If you take a look at the kinds of
activities I have suggested for each
bridge, they are all about making
the implicit explicit. They involve
what we might call developing
creative self-efficacy, or helping
learners believe they have some
creative capacity. The ideas often
involve doing, not passive sitting.
We know that most of us learn

by doing, so let’s get into some
role-play into some scenarios for
characters in the book and let’s
bring these new characters to life.

Over my years of teaching, I have
also come to believe in the power
of free association. You will see

I have linked to that under the
first learning bridge. What this
means is allowing the children

to make their own associations
rather than expecting them to
guess what’s in your head. Ask
them to articulate their thinking,
in a creative context, rather than
shut perspectives down. You might
be very surprised at the quality

of what you get back. Practically
speaking, much of working within
the gaps of the writing process is
about the questions we ask, how
we encourage our learners to
reason and articulate their writing
choices and praising application of

thinking.

For the last section of this piece

I want to suggest three practical
approaches to working within the
gaps of the writing process, that
will engage your learners with
writing, increase attainment and
motivation.

How many of us talk out our
thoughts as we are modelling
writing? I love to see teachers

do that. We as teachers need to
articulate our thinking so our
learners know that is how they are
supposed to think when they write.
Writing is not just a set of physical
processes but a set of cognitive
ones too and so we need to model
this. Model the craft of authorship
so that our learners can make
writing choices intentionally and
communicate how they want to
communicate. I think that’s why I
find WAGOLLSs (mentor texts) quite
a challenge — children don't see the
process of it being created — so the
process doesn’t mean anything to
them.

I have discussed this briefly earlier
in this piece. It means getting into
the dirt and mess of the learning
and involving yourself with the
learner, to stand with them between
the building blocks of writing and
work in the gaps to bring them
together — it may be as simple as
‘do you see what we have on what I
have written up there — do you see I
have highlighted it because.... Well
you can use that in yours? What

do you think?’ Questioning in the
middle of the writing process is
hugely important here, we need to
engage with our learners and mee
them where they are.

LITERACY

Again, this is something briefly
touched upon before. This means
encouraging the verbalising of
ideas not restricted by a specific
task. Each idea we have is
associated to other things we are
thinking about and so we need
to facilitate these types of ideas.
We may need to avoid your own
tunnel vision of thoughts around
a task and invite children to
explain their thinking processes.

I have developed these
approaches through research
and teaching a range of writing
workshops over the years to a
range of different learners and
age groups. Attainment and
achievement in measures of
writing for a purpose, describing
characters, creating atmosphere
and selecting appropriate
vocabulary and grammar
increased in a large percentage
of the learners I worked with.
So, have a go at developing some
bridges between your writing
process blocks, mix up some
metaphorical cement and apply
it to the building blocks of your
writing process so that it makes
sense to your learners and they
can see how a sequence fits
together. Let me know how you
got on.
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