Narrative Writing Project 

Aims of the project

The overall aim of the first phase of the project was to raise attainment in narrative writing for children in Year 6.  The second phase involved extending the project to all children in Key Stage 2.  The first phase is complete and the second phase is still being evaluated.

Core objectives in achieving this aim were to:

· explore the benefit of an ICT-based formative assessment strategy;

· explore the impact of pupil self-assessment using formative data;

· improve teacher knowledge and understanding of progress in writing;

· improve teacher skill levels in assessment by means of ICT; and 

· develop the skills of teaching assistants to be able to support pupil learning.

Context

The first phase of the project involved collaboration between seven primary schools and one junior school making a total of around 200 Year 6 pupils altogether.  All the schools are part of a close partnership that has now become a networked learning community with additional funding from the National College of School Leadership.

Summary of main findings
The combination of improved formative assessment, supported by pupil assessment, led to significant improvements in narrative writing beyond what might have been expected during normal progress.  

Some aspects of narrative writing seemed to have a greater impact in terms of a ‘value-added’ increase in performance.  The results, with the most successful increase first, were as follows:

· ‘Purpose and Organisation’ (just over two terms above normal progress);

· ‘Sentence Construction’ (just less than two terms above normal progress);

· ‘Punctuation’ (just over one term above normal progress); and

· ‘Vocabulary’ (just below one term above normal progress).

Given that the project was over a comparatively short period of time (from a January baseline to an April final assessment) the results look very promising.  However, please note the cautionary points outlined in the outcomes emerging from the second phase.

Background
The narrative writing project was started because it was identified that narrative writing was a weakness across the group of schools that make up the Penryn Partnership.  

Although not based on existing research findings, it was thought that ICT-based formative assessment strategies that appeared to be successful at Penryn Junior School could be the basis of some collaborative action research starting with Year 6 and, if successful, rolled out to other year groups.

The project was given a funding boost by the Department for Education and Skills which made some additional funding available to Cornwall LEA to invest in a project that was likely to raise KS2 SATs results.  This funding allowed a higher level of staff training to take place for both teachers and teaching assistants.

Teaching processes and strategies

The teaching and learning strategies were aimed at (a) improving staff knowledge and skills and (b) trying to involve pupils more in their own learning and in setting their own improvement targets.  

In terms of staff training, the funding was used for teachers and teaching assistants to attend a half-day session each in November and early December which involved:

· instruction in how to use the ICT-based formative assessment tool;

· detailed discussion about what progress in narrative writing looks like;

· analysis of a wide range of samples of pupil writing in order to make judgements about (a) the learning that is demonstrated, and (b) what the next steps in learning should be;

· guidance on how to introduce and use a pupil self-assessment format;

· guidance on how to tutor a child so that they can make their own judgements about (a) what they can already do, and (b) what they should work on next; and

· role-play sessions (with staff taking on the role of a pupil) and actual tutoring sessions with volunteer pupils.

In terms of the experience of the pupils, the key change was that they were encouraged (with the help of a self-assessment proforma) to make decisions about what they could already do and what they should set as targets to work on next.  The self-assessment proforma had a list of criteria that must be met at each national curriculum level up to Level 5.  These criteria were expressed in pupil-friendly language and the children had examples around the classroom to illustrate what they looked like.  For each story written, the children had to work with another pupil or an adult to tick the things that they could already do.  At the place where the ticks stopped there was then discussion about what to set as a target.  The key point here was the need to encourage lots of dialogue rather than relying on a written comment by the teacher.

Findings

First stage findings
Supplementary findings about the first phase of the project, based on a questionnaire given to teachers and teaching assistants, included the following:

· the ICT-based formative assessment was found to be simple to use and rich in data about individual pupils and also class strengths and weaknesses;

· the fact that the ICT-based formative assessment was low on bureaucracy (ie, it involved no writing) encouraged its more frequent use in the classroom; and
· the opportunity, as part of the training, for teachers and teaching assistants to spend time out of the classroom discussing pupil progress in narrative writing was found to be both enjoyable and beneficial.

Outcomes emerging from the second phase
The results of the second phase of the project are still being evaluated.  However, it looks as though other year groups have not achieved the same ‘value-added’ progress that was achieved by Year 6.  If this initial assessment proves correct it may be partly due to the following reasons:

· the half-day training that was provided in the first phase for Year 6 teachers and teaching assistants was not provided for staff involved in the second phase.  It was assumed that the training would be ‘in-house’ training provided by those staff involved in the first phase; and

· it may that there is a greater degree of acceleration for children in Year 6 as they approach their SATs tests in May and that this acceleration is not the same for other year groups.

The reason for including this initial assessment here is that it may influence the way schools might want to introduce the strategies.  In other words, the way in which each phase was conducted suggests that the issue of training is very important to address.

Research methods
Using the ICT-based formative assessment spreadsheet each class teacher recorded details about pupil achievement in January 2002.  These were saved and sent to me as the baseline upon which to judge the impact of the teaching and learning strategies.

Teachers, with the help of teaching assistants, kept the spreadsheets updated as the children engaged in writing stories, analysing their progress and setting their own targets.  We tried to achieve consistency in marking and assessing by including a series of moderating exercises as part of the initial training.  This involved analysing a wide range of pupil work to agree a common standard. 

After a term, and prior to the SATs tests, the teachers did a final update on pupil progress and then forwarded the final results to Penryn Junior for collation and analysis.  The analysis looked at comparing the average percentage achieving the criteria at each level in January as compared to the average after a term’s progress.  We took the national curriculum approach to progress which is that a level represents two years of normal or expected progress:

· Level 2 is the expected attainment for Year 2;

· Level 3 is the expected attainment for Year 4;
· Level 4 is the expected attainment for Year 6.

This national curriculum model means that a term’s progress is therefore a sixth of a level.

Conclusion
The project has had an impact on teaching and learning in four important respects:

1) It has encouraged staff to find simpler but effective ICT-based solutions to the problems of formative assessment;

2) The project illustrated the importance of sharing learning objectives with pupils so that they have a better picture of what progress looks like;

3) The success has encouraged staff to build in a greater amount of pupil self-assessment and target-setting as a key strategy in involving pupils in their own learning; and

4) The project has underlined the importance of providing regular opportunities for pupils to engage in writing and to spend time talking about their writing.

Suggestions for further reading
Clarke S (2001) Unlocking Formative Assessment: Practical strategies for enhancing  pupils’ learning in the primary classroom. Hodder Arnold.

Black P, Harrison C, Lee C, Marshall B & William D (2002) Working Inside the Black Box: Assessment for learning in the classroom. King’s College London.
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IMPROVING MY WRITING

NAME:                                                                                                                                 CLASS:                                                         

	
	STORY TITLES

	WHAT TO DO

1)  Write your story title in the space provided.

2)  Write your story.  The points below might help you.

3)  Read your story, or someone else’s story, and tick if

     you think you/they can do any of the points below.

4) Think about what you need to do to improve your next

     story.  Set yourself a target.

5)  Write your next story and see if it is better!
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	TO WRITE A GOOD STORY, I NEED TO BE ABLE TO:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	Describe what happens in the story – at the start, in the middle, and how the story ends.  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Write a story so that events are related to one another.

Does everything in your story make sense?
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Show imagination in the way that I describe the setting and the action.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Show imagination in the way that I describe characters.

Do you show that the characters are different?
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	Use a mixture of short and longer sentences, joining longer sentences with words other than and or then.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	6
	Use lots of different and interesting words.  Instead of ‘He went…’ you might write ‘Max hurried…’
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	7
	Use punctuation (capital letters, full stops, commas, apostrophes, question & exclamation marks, speech).
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	TO WRITE A GREAT STORY, I NEED TO BE ABLE TO:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	8
	Work towards a clear ending to the story so that the story makes sense and has a conclusion.  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	9
	Create interesting characters that interact with each other.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	10
	Show an awareness of the reader – for example, by explaining things the reader might not know about.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	11
	Write imaginatively to make my story more interesting and more enjoyable to read.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	12
	Use a variety of sentences (short and long) including the use of speech.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	13
	Choose a variety of words and phrases that will make the reader feel what I want them to feel.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	14
	Get most of my punctuation, including speech marks, correct.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	TO BE BRILLIANT, I NEED TO BE ABLE TO:
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	15
	Use effectively the form and features of the chosen genre (science fiction, mystery, fable, myth, etc).
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	16
	Imaginatively mix together dialogue, action and description.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	17
	Show the thoughts, feelings, moods and intentions of the characters.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	18
	Use a variety of sentence structures organised into paragraphs.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	19
	Use words and phrases imaginatively and adventurously to convey meaning to my audience.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	20
	Get all my punctuation, including speech marks, correct.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


	*KEY:
	
	I think I have shown this skill in my story
	
	I know I have shown this skill in my story
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