The Write Stuff

Geoff Barton
Do you actually teach writing or, like me, have you tended to assume it’s something that just happens in response to reading?

I’m thinking about a GCSE exam paper about 5 years ago. On the writing section it reprinted the opening of Bleak House. The instructions to candidates said:

“Read this opening of a novel in which the writer creates a sense of atmosphere. Then write the opening of your own story.”
Er, that was it.
Imagine row upon row of hapless 16-year olds stretching across the UK on some hot summer’s afternoon. That was their writing task. Read this snippet of one of the world’s greatest writers and then you do the same thing … in 45 minutes.
Looking back it seems laughable, surreal. It makes you wonder whether even Dickens would get an A*.
It’s a sign of how our attitude to teaching writing is changing. We’ve tended to assume that the transfer of skills from reading a text to writing one is relatively automatic. For me a typical English lesson would see me reading a text (a Stan Barstow story, a Tesco leaflet, a Sojourner Truth speech, a David Almond novel, anything really); we’d analyse it a bit; then I’d ask my pupils to write one of their own.

What we now realise is that it doesn’t work like that. Writing needs to be taught more explicitly. And this means seeing things from a writer’s point of view. One of the stumbling blocks for me in the recent shift towards more explicit teaching of grammar has been the emphasis on analysis – getting pupils to see and (usually) admire the effects a writer has achieved. 
But whilst more able pupils can cope with this, those who would benefit most appear to find analysis least accessible. The often passive nature of looking at texts in detail doesn’t excite them, or seem relevant; and the supposed pay-off that it will lead them to become better writers simply doesn’t hold true.

That’s why I’ve become such a convert to teaching writing actively. I hardly talk about grammar these days – it’s more a question of ‘what are the essential skills which will help my pupils to become better writers?”. Some of these skills are grammatical (eg using the past tense for stories, the present tense for instructions); many of them are literary (exploring different modes of openings and closings; splitting narratives; playing around with dialogue).

Hidden in there is, for me, the key principle: “playing around”. I’ve ditched passive analysis in favour of playing around with texts. If we examine the way a writer creates suspense, or how that Tesco leaflet presents information, we now rewrite sections: we change the tense, the viewpoint, add description, cut description, make the verbs more/less active … and so on. This is language work at its most active – a collaborative approach which sees me rolling up my sleeve rewriting texts alongside pupils.

Then we compare what we’ve achieved – always rooting language to its effect.
This really works for me. It’s the NLS methodology of …

Exploring an objective (eg how do writers create vivid story openings?)

(
Demonstrating (me doing some writing on an OHP)

(
Composing together (we all write an opening paragraqph – pupils giving me hints on next words, how to improve the effect, etc)

(
Scaffolding the writing. (pupils write their own opening or next paragraph, with guidance. We then compare these in pairs, groups and as a class).

(
Independent writing (pupils work on their own more extended text).

(
Reviewing (at the end we listen to some samples of what we have written, and go back to the opening objective to consolidate what we have learnt.)

This is light-years from the way I used to teach writing (which then I thought was pretty avant-garde!). The breakthrough is that pupils see writing as a real process, something teachers do. Until now, writing was inky marks on a page, the polished end of a mysterious process. They didn’t often get to see the decisions inherent in a writer’s work. Now they do. And in the process they see that writing can be a messy, tortuous, often frustrating business.

If you want some great starting-points for writing in different genres, allow me subtly to point you in the direction of Genres. Click here to read more about it.

And now for this month’s freebie. I like to give pupils bad models of writing as well as good. As a starting-point for how to write the opening of a good mystery story, use the bad opening. See what they’d change, how they’d rewrite it. Then – if you want – give them the original source, the opening of Susan Hill’s The Mist in the Mirror. 

I hope it will at the very least set you on the road to some interesting writing work one dull Thursday afternoon. 

Geoff Barton

To see other Susan Hill titles published by Longman, click here.

To see  more resources you can use for active reading in the classroom, visit Geoff Barton’s personal website at www.geoffbarton.co.uk
 Susan Hill titles published by Longman

Ghost Stories 

ISBN 058202661X 
Selected by Susan Hill 
A collection of chilling complete ghost stories 

I'm the King of the Castle - Hardback 

ISBN 0582434467 
Susan Hill 
Winner of the Somerset Maugham Award 

The Mist in the Mirror 

ISBN 0582253993 
Susan Hill 
When James Monmouth returns to England from several years travelling abroad, he is looking for a sense of who he is and a place he can call home. 

The Woman in Black 

ISBN 0582026601 
Susan Hill 
Nothing prepared Arthur Kipps for the terrible events he was about to witness at Eel Marsh House
