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Curriculum Development and Enhancement – Does ‘Slow Writing’ improve the extended writing levels of a year seven mixed ability class?

Introduction
School X is a mixed 11-16 English-medium comprehensive school, where 14% of pupils live in the 20% most deprived areas of Wales (Estyn 2010, p.1). At the time of the 2017 Estyn inspection the school had 1,134 pupils on roll, of which 17% are eligible to free school meals (Estyn, 2017, p1). There are 15 pupils who are living under local authority care. 25.8% of pupils are on the special educational needs register and 1% of pupils have a statement regarding their needs which is below the national average (Estyn, 2017, p.1). The majority of pupils come from a white British background with few from minority ethnic backgrounds. Around 11 pupils come from homes that are Welsh-speaking and 34 pupils speak English as an additional language (Estyn, 2017, p.1). School X is a ‘professional learning pioneer school’ and works with the Welsh Government to develop the new curriculum in light of Donaldson’s Successful Futures report. School X is developing the Health and Wellbeing Area of Learning Experience as part of its position as a pioneer school. The school was awarded ‘Green’ in the support category. As of 2018, School X had an attendance percentage of 94% and 65% of the year 11 cohort earnt the level 2 threshold in their GCSE examinations (My Local School, 2018). I have chosen to carry out research on whether or not the writing intervention ‘slow writing’ significantly improves the levels of written work produced by a year seven class. The class with which I will conduct my research is a mixed ability year seven class of 23 learners. Their end of key stage 2 levels range between 2-5 leaving their end of key stage 3 targets laying between levels 5-7. I chose this class to conduct my research with as they are of mixed ability with no known special educational needs. I have worked with this class for eight weeks prior to undertaking this research and have come to understand that the time it takes for them to begin writing and the thought processes behind ‘how to start’ and what to include may be an obstacle hindering them from achieving better levels. I will therefore be implementing several ‘Slow Writing’ strategies and analysing whether or not this makes a difference to their written work and the levels they gain in their assessment piece of work.   

Literature Review
Ken Hyland discusses the methods of teaching writing to learners and compares this to the theories behind the methodologies. He suggests that lots of different methodologies just highlight other gaps in knowledge which the learners need to be taught rather than teaching them how to master a specific skill (2008). Hyland addresses the different ways in which people may view texts. One way he highlights is writing as an outcome (Hyland, 2008, p.2) which he says only needs to have an understanding of grammar and the formation of words. Hyland argues, “accuracy is just one feature of good writing and does not on its own facilitate communication.” (Hyland, 2008, p.2) He suggests that things need to be made explicit to particular learners and that there needs to be an awareness of what we can assume the learners already know and what they need to know (Hyland, 2008, p.3). Therefore, the things the learners do not know need to be shown in frameworks explicitly but they should also be practising skills they already know without being told to use them. Hyland addresses conflict in some of his research, particularly surrounding understanding and teaching writing as a piece of discourse. He argues that discourse is pushed into defining texts by genre, which he does accept as important, however he argues that in some ways this can lead to merely teaching and writing to expected patterns (Hyland, 2008, p.7). Hyland suggests the adoption of the teaching learning cycle as a way to ensure that the skills and patterns of genre-defined texts are taught but so that learners are able to see and link those skills and patterns back to each other in order for them to use them fluently themselves (Hyland, 2008, p.6). The teaching learning cycle follows the following format: build context; model and deconstruct the text; joint construction of the text; independent construction of the text; and link to related texts. Hyland says that the benefit of this is that a learner can enter the cycle at any stage depending on what they already know. Ultimately, despite debating whether or not the explicit framework of skills holds learners back, Hyland suggests that frameworks and other activities do need to show that features and stages of texts as explicitly as possible but that they should not aim to just work towards one outcome (Hyland, 2008, p.18).  

Yvonne Campbell’s research paper on whether paragraph frames can improve the grades achieved by low-performing learners shows how writing frames can be implemented in order to achieve a specific outcome (2018). Unlike Hyland, Campbell’s research suggests that paragraph frames can be used to meet the needs and requirements of a state test. Campbell implemented paragraph frames in her teaching of argumentative writing for twelve weeks leading up to her post-test. Her paragraph frames were based explicitly on the requirements of the state tests where the learners would be marked against the purpose, focus and organisation; and evidence and elaboration of their work (Campbell, 2018, p. 55). Like Didau, Campbell used the state test’s requirements as an explicit success criteria to form her framework. Campbell used the format of the test towards the end of the twelve weeks to carry out her lessons, using timed drills such as: five minutes to write a thesis; five minutes to write a hook; and twenty minutes per paragraph of the essay, to complete an exact replica of what the state test would look like (Campbell, 2018, p.53). Results of Cambell’s test showed that paragraph frames did help the low-performing learners to improve their performance in both of the areas of requirement they would be measured against in the state test. Campbell’s test showed that by using the success criteria of a widely recognised examination, a framework can be created to act as a guide which can be later removed with the skills and approach to the question staying the same.        

David Didau discusses the use of Slow Writing and the idea of encouraging learners to draft work, proof-read and then editing as a way to pay more attention to what it is that they are writing (2012). Didau argues that “students find it straightforward to write what they want but it’s much harder for them to think about how they are going to write it.” (2012) Didau suggests a total interrogation of the piece of writing they have produced by asking a series of questions such as: ‘could I replace this with a better word?’, ‘do the paragraphs flow logically?’ and ‘could it begin differently?’ He suggests that slow writing makes learners more confident and conscious in their writing (2012). In some ways this is similar to what Hyland discusses, in that it encourages learners to link their skill of understanding texts to their own command of writing. 

Didau discusses the benefits of Slow Writing for the novice writer. He says that the novice writer takes little time to think about the way in which they are going to craft a piece of writing and instead tend to revert to common practice which they are used to and looks the most straightforward to them. Didau makes the argument that thinking about writing does not allow learners to be creative due to there not being enough room in the working memory (2014). Didau says that Slow Writing “frees up working memory so that [learners] can shape what they know in a more sophisticated way.” (2014) Unlike Hyland, who feels that by giving learners a framework that displays a means to an outcome is a negative thing, Didau concludes that learners should be given more time to give a more sophisticated answer and be given the tools, through Slow Writing, to do this rather than spending time think about what to write. 

Didau also addresses the importance of a broad vocabulary in learners’ writing and to improve their literacy skills. He highlights the problems surrounding accessing a range of vocabulary and links this to The Matthew Effect (2012). He says that one study showed that at aged 16, 1 in 12 children have a vocabulary of just 800 words and he suggests that these learners will have half the chances of those at aged 16 who read regularly and are naturally expanding their vocabulary (2012). Didau suggests that Slow Writing can be used as a modelling and scaffolding technique to help combat the lack of time children spend reading or in social situations which expose them to a wide range of words, sentence structures and constructs of a more complex conversation (2012). He suggests that by consciously constructing sentences we are helping learners to produce both a careful and considered piece of work as well as exposing them explicitly to what success looks like. The advantages of Slow Writing as a form of modelling or scaffolding is that it can directly ask learners to think about word choice and the expanse of vocabulary or a variation of other skills and can be differentiated and eventually removed at the pace of the learner.    

The Department for Education discuss in a published report the effective teaching of writing and its impact on learners (2012). The report states that evidence suggests several strategies to help learners understand how to write effectively which should be used in tandem with each other and at the discretion of the teacher who has knowledge of their class’ needs. The first strategy is to explicitly teach the writing process. Like Didau’s Slow Writing, this strategy promotes the planning, drafting, evaluation and editing of a piece of work and as Campbell, Hyland and Didau’s research suggests, there should be a gradual release of scaffolding to encourage independence. This strategy also promotes the importance of accessing prior knowledge to enhance the quality of written work and encourage collaborative thinking. The second strategy the report suggests is teaching the purpose of texts to understand the purpose of certain tasks, for example persuasion, narration, description and so on. The report suggests that it is good practice to show learners what a good piece of work looks like by explicitly teaching the features of good writing. There is a specific focus on understanding the audience of a text in this strategy so that they can use this concept to show them what features and what skills need to appear in what types of texts (Department for Education, 2012, p.12). A third strategy that the report suggests is important is the setting of specific goals. This suggests that whether you improve lies heavily on knowing how to progress or improve. The report also suggests that self-targeting alongside teacher-targeting encourages self-motivation and promotes inquiry through establishing a clear goal to improvement (Department for Education, 2012, p.13). A fourth strategy is to, “create an engaged community of learners” (Department for Education, 2012, p. 13). By this, the report suggests that you should show learners real life examples of texts to make it relatable, collaborate with the learners so that you can understand what may interest them or ask them what they would like to write about. The report also suggests that oracy should be used to inform the writing process, so the use of debates or talk for writing and verbal modelling should be promoted. Lastly, the strategy encourages displaying pupils’ work around the classroom, showing a good example of someone’s work in the class to the rest of the class and so on, again linking to the last strategy, to promote motivation. The report ultimately suggests that these strategies should be used fluently and flexibly throughout the learning process to help improve learners’ writing and that they should be monitored and reviewed frequently to see if they are working.

Kelly Boswell discusses the importance of modelling tasks in order to secure success. Boswell states, “modelling plays an important role in how the human brain learns almost anything.” (2015, p.13) Boswell states that if the teacher took 5-10 minutes to model their own thinking every day and showed this to the learners, this would make them successful writers. Boswell suggests that modelling improves writing behaviours, text types, the process of writing, structure and vocabulary choice (2015, p.15). Boswell’s theory is that the teacher does all or most of the work when modelling and makes it clear that this is a different strategy to help improve writing that shared or classroom modelling. Boswell suggests that the teacher shows the learners how they think their way through a piece of writing. The learners are expected to observe the way that the teacher plans, makes choices, drafts, edits and so on (2015, p.16). This way of modelling is different in many ways to the other writing frames in that Boswell does not expect the learners to contribute at all to this process and believes that observation of transparent thinking will allow the learners to make informed decisions about their own writing. For example, Didau’s Slow Writing, which wants to take away the thinking process of writing and focus on effective content, is vastly different to Boswell’s theory which suggests that learners do indeed need to learn and observe how to think about the construction of their own writing. 

Maureen Lewis and David Wray discuss the opportunities that learners should have to undertake a wide range of different type of writing (2002. They focus on non-fiction writing as they believe that this is a harder style of writing for learners to master and how they suggest to use writing frames to aid their learning. Lewis and Wray argue that non-fiction is more difficult for learners because they need to remember certain aspects of text that constantly change depending on the nature of their writing task. This is due to the use of specific structures, connectives and specialist vocabulary, however their theories on writing frames can, arguably, be applied to both fiction and non-fiction tasks. Lewis and Wray suggest that writing frames should consist of starters, connectives and sentence modifiers which offer the learners structure (2002, p.2). This is a similar idea to Didau’s, in that is attempts to take thinking time away for the thought of how to structure your writing. However, there is some conflict between Didau’s suggestions compared to Lewis and Wray’s. The idea that non-fiction writing is more difficult because of the differing and specific structured that are required then, according to Didau’s theory this is what they should focusing on molding themselves because this is the skill that they are being expected to learn. The model which Lewis and Wray suggest and is most commonly followed is: teacher modelling, joint activity, scaffolded activity then independent activity (2002, p.2) which is quite closely linked to Hyland’s suggestion. Lewis and Wray suggest that in the commonly overcrowded classrooms we see today, there may be a gap between the joint and independent activity where some learners are not ready to move on. They suggest another activity which they call a ‘scaffolded phase’ to join the two activities together (2002, p.2). The suggestion is that the learners should be encouraged to make their own additions to the writing frame or they own deletions and if they can do so without losing the use of appropriate structure and connectives then they are ready to move on to the independent phase (2002, p.3). Lewis and Wray argue that using writing frames improves self-esteem and motivation by showing learners that they can access a task that may have seemed difficult, and overview of what they need to do, they provide opportunities to access a range of generic structures, coherent links so that the learners can maintain focus and varied vocabulary (2002, p.2).   

School Policy and Practice

School X operates the same teaching and learning structure throughout key stage 3. They provide learners with six thematically taught units which are delivered half termly. Each unit is related to the National Curriculum outcomes and the Literacy and Numeracy Framework based on either reading, writing or oracy and are assessed at the end of each half term with a formal assessment used to track and monitor progress. It seems that this way of assessing could be enhanced by using the Department for Education’s suggestion of using oracy tasks to inform the writing tasks. The schemes of work at School X do not use the three strands flexibly and the Department for Education’s report suggests that by using specifically oracy to develop writing can increase the chances of success.  The piece of work that the learners will produce following implementing the ‘slow writing’ strategies will assess the level of their writing skills with a direct focus on descriptive writing. The scheme of work which underpins the unit ‘Good vs. Evil’ states that the skills needed to be taught include several descriptive writing techniques, as well as the ability to use standard forms of English and a wide range of sentence structures, with most focus on compound sentencing and the use of connectives, however there are no concrete ways to approach this and no school policy on strategies to improve their use of these skills. The process of Key Stage 3 assessment at School X encourages and leaves room for planning their written piece. This links to much of the research reading mentioned in this essay, however there is no time left for teacher suggestions, diagnostic marking, revisiting or redrafting of work to ensure that they are meeting the given success criteria. School X’s English Department highlight in their Action Plan that assessment opportunities provide clear evidence of achievement matched to the level descriptors and that the success criteria should be made explicit to the learners in order that they understand how they are going to progress from one level to another and understand the skills that are going to be assessed to meet their individual target levels. This is closely linked to what Hyland, Campbell and Didau suggest about making success explicit to learners. In School X, this is given most focus on more able and talented learners in order to enable them to understand the requirements of level 6 and level 7. This is in light of Estyn’s recommendation to raise the expectation and outcomes of MAT learners in key stage 3 (Estyn, 2017, p.3). However, Didau suggests that Slow Writing helps novice learners and Hyland suggests that writing frames should be used a differentiated to benefit a targeted learner. In many ways, the slow writing framework can be viewed as a tool to explicitly show the learners the ingredients they need to include to meet the criteria of certain level descriptors. To some extent, this is one way in which I will be using the slow writing framework however I do not intend to promote the framework towards improving the attainment level of MAT learners but of all learners.

Methodology and Ethics (900 words)

I have submitted my proposed research on whether Slow Writing improves the work of a mixed ability year seven class, to the University’s Ethics Board which has been accepted. My chosen sample is, as Rachel Brooks suggests, of convenience to both the learners and myself, in that the research being carried out does not interrupt their scheme of learning and aims to improve their end of term assessment marks (Brooks, 2014, p.29). The sample I have is twenty-one learners from a year seven mixed ability English class. Some limitations to my sample are that it is a small scale sample as in the time frame, I am unable to carry our wider research. The fact that the class is currently mixed ability may make it difficult to make evaluations about as they all have different capabilities. In discussion with School X, I have confirmation that I have permission from the parents and guardians of the learners in my sample as they have all signed a form agreeing that their children can participate in anonymous educational research in school. I have provided information to my sample about the nature of the research and they have relevant knowledge about what information I am going to be using, including that it will be anonymous. No names of learners in my sample or the name of the school in which the research was carried out will be mentioned in my analysis or in the body of this essay. The data collected from the pre and post-tests will be stored on a password protected file on a password protected laptop so that only I can access it and can guarantee confidentiality. The learners in my sample understand that the discussion of my analysis of their participation in the research is not compulsory. They are aware that they have a choice and understand that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time although all learners in the class will have to do the work associated with the scheme of lessons as part of their ordinary schooling. All the learners in my sample agreed to participate in the research. I will not be carrying out or handling any qualitative data such as questionnaires or interviews, as I do not feel this relates to the research question. The learners’ level of understanding of assessment and levelling criteria alongside to their understanding of the research behind Slow Writing does not need to be measured in opinion as my research measures the analysis of the growth in performance. The use of qualitative data regarding this research may cloud the success criteria for the assessment and confuse my research question focus. Therefore, I will be using quantitative research methods to carry out my research as I will be analysing whether the learners’ levels improve, by the post-test assessment results, after the course of the implementation of the Slow Writing framework. This means that the data I collect and analyse does not need to further involve the learners further than the work they carry out as part of their normal schooling and that no further trialling or ethical factors need to be taken into consideration other than the protection of the learners’ confidentiality. The methodology behind my research is to use pre and post-testing to assess the effectiveness of the Slow Writing framework. The post-test will consist of a writing assessment which will be a piece of descriptive writing on a scene from a Fairy Tale. The observations which will be carried out will measure the difference between the work produced by learners without the framework compared to the work they produce after implementing the Slow Writing framework. The marking of both the pre and post-test assessments will be marked against the national levelling descriptors Levels 1-8 and ‘Exceptional Performance’ which enables my analysis of data to be quantitative (Mujis, 2011, p.2). Through the pre and post-testing I will be able to measure whether Slow Writing causes the levels achieved by learners to improve, as Gary Thomas discusses, allowing me to “make inferences about the cause and effect” (Thomas, 2013, p.10). I have chosen this method because it fits naturally with the scheme of work that the class is following and benefits the research in not having to create an isolated research project. I will be measuring the effectiveness of the Slow Writing Framework both informally and formally. This will allow me to carry out more fluid Action Research as I am still teaching the learners as I would if it were not a piece of research. As Mariana Souto-Manning suggests, this type of research allows you to live in the process of your research (2012, p.54). I will formally observe the learners through structured implementation of the framework into lessons. The learners will recognise that this is a new approach to learning and so they will be working using something that will at first be unfamiliar. Each time they produce something using the framework I will be able to compare and reflect on their performances to the pre-test and begin to deduce whether the Slow Writing framework is aiding their progress.  Informally, I will make natural observations of the sequence of lessons, whilst I teach them, in order to take note of any consequences Slow Writing may have on the learners and the lessons. This will allow my research to be a live and visible process which easily applies to the classroom, where each lesson in the sequence can be evaluated and acted upon for the next lesson. Making both informal live observations and formal assessment observations will mean that connections will be able to be made throughout the sequence of lessons to aid my final analysis of the post-test.  


Evaluation

The first lesson I carried out with the learners was setting the scene in a piece of descriptive writing. I wanted them to think about word choice and how that helps the reader to build a picture of character or scene. The focus was on adjectives with some element of verbs and adverbs. For their piece of writing in that lesson, they had the brief ‘use an evil villain as your character, describe where they live in six sentences’. The learners had a Slow Writing table which had six sentences and the descriptions of what should be included in each of those sentences next to it. This way of using Slow Writing was taken directly from Didau’s blogs on Slow Writing and all the elements of the sentences were focused on using relevant and effective adjectives and in one case a verb to set the scene. Ask Hyland suggests, in doing this, I was aiming for the learners to master the skill of using language for effect. In observation, they enjoyed using the framework and were engaging in the lesson. The framework did, as Didau suggests, allow them to think more freely about technical content as they knew where they were going with their mini paragraphs. Some learners came up with higher level vocabulary such as ‘viscous’ and ‘putrid’ to describe their different villains.

The second lesson which used the Slow Writing framework was linked to what is stated in the Department for Education, Hyland, Didau and Lewis and Wray say about modelling. The lesson was focused on metaphors and similes and using these techniques as a method of description. There was focus on using the ambitious vocabulary from last lesson to encourage ‘super similes and metaphors’ to enhance the level of description. In this lesson, I used the Slow Writing framework and a class task. The sentence prompts, which included things like, ‘use a super simile to describe the wolf’ and ‘use a metaphor to describe the grandmother’ were on pieces of paper in a hat and the learners picked them out and that is the order in which we constructed the paragraph. This idea came from Didau’s Slow Writing blog (Didau, 2012) and was further enhanced by Lewis and Wray’s focus on teacher modelling into joint activity (Lewis and Wray, 2002). The lesson was based on the story of ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ with an unfinished ending. The text they read was littered purposely with similes, metaphors and higher-level vocabulary which was there to act as the modelling of what a good one looks like. The idea of doing the task as a class furthered Lewis and Wray’s point of joint modelling and also links to the Department for Education’s recommendation of using oracy to inform writing (2014), so we spoke about our choices for the sentences and their requirements as a class. The learners enjoyed the joint activity and got involved in making suggestions to the decisions of the sentences. However, my observations were that there were a handful of learners who found it quite easy not to participate by passing the creating of sentences onto another learner or not volunteering ideas. I found that the idea of oral modelling works very well, but you may need something written down in their books to discover whether everyone in a class of twenty-one has taken something from the session. 

The third lesson which used the Slow Writing framework added on from the second, it linked directly to Lewis and Wray’s and Hyland’s idea of moving from joint construction of the text into independent construction (Lewis and Wray, 2002). I did this as it was following on from a piece of text that was already written and included the use of more complex techniques like similes, metaphors and personification rather than just selecting appropriate and ‘ambitious’ adjectives. We continued to look at the work we had done of the Little Red Riding Hood text and this time I gave them a different sequence of sentences and prompts which included things like, ‘this sentence must use a simile to describe the neighbours’ and more fun challenges such as ‘this sentence must use personification in 9 words’. I gave them time in silence to complete this task whilst I circulated and encouraged them to tick off the sentences as they had completed them. I wanted to do this independent lesson and remain using the framework so they could use it as a resource which explicitly asked them to meet the criteria of the assessment which links to Didau’s idea of using it for outcomes (2014). In turn, the Slow Writing framework began to take the form of a basic success criteria for the assessment which links to what Hyland says about making the criteria explicit (2008). On observation of their own written pieces, I could make some generalisation that the higher ability learners were using the framework to their advantage, following it sentence by sentence and beginning to understand that they could manipulate the sentences to what they wanted to say by using different sentence structures, including in some cases complex sentencing. However, the lower ability and sometimes the middle band level 5 learners had self-complicated the framework and confused the meaning of it. The simplicity of the framework had in some ways over simplified their responses, for example, not furthering their similes to make them ‘super similes’ and so on. I found that by making the criteria explicit, when it came to the post-test the learners were consciously using the techniques we had talked about because they understood this was a key element of how they would be assessed.

The final lesson in which I used the Slow Writing as a framework was to plan and write a practice introduction to the descriptions for the post-test assessment piece of work. For this lesson I wanted to introduce them to the assessment and to begin to let go of the use of the framework. For this reason, instead of structuring one paragraph sentence by sentence, the prompts on the framework were just a list of ingredients that the introduction paragraph should include. For example, the ingredients were; describe the weather, use personification, use a metaphor and describe the mood, as a way to allow the learners to begin to take more ownership of their work. I chose to do this so that the learners could, as Lewis and Wray suggest, begin to make their own choices, making additions and deletions to the ingredients of the paragraph (2002). I also wanted to make sure that the learners were not losing sight of the success criteria so keeping things such as techniques as a main ingredient seemed significant as it was part of the assessment criteria. During my own observation of the lesson, there seemed to be a lot of disparity between those who would move completely away from the success criteria and the ingredients of the Slow Writing framework compared to those who used it to enhance their work and made relevant and impressive additions to it. 

In hindsight, I feel that my resources were too repetitive. The structure of the sentence by sentence approach meant that the learners became less engaged with it as a way to help them create an outcome. I presented them in the same way each lesson to try to promote consistency and familiarity with the framework in the theory that they would grow into it and understand it. I feel that using it as a success criteria was not an extensive use of the framework and that the leaners should understand the success criteria first before using the framework. I would have made the success criteria more explicit to them. I feel that the learners, though they needed the guidance, ultimately did not enjoy being told what to write and in places it curbed their creativity.

The tasks themselves were well presented and complete in the learners’ books. The use of the Slow Writing framework in that it made the learners think about quality and not quantity meant that I was able to mark and feedback to short, concise and highlight the relevant skills to the assessment. This allowed marking to be diagnostic and more frequent than normal as there were far less extended writing tasks to mark. This worked particularly well with the lower abilities and the more able learners in the class. It acted as a step by step guide to the lower abilities and yet it acted as a way to control the more able learners’ writing. The more able in the class focused more on perfecting singular sentences rather than focusing on how much they could write. However, I did feel that the framework often limited learners who sat around the level 5 mark as they were more prone to sticking to writing what they needed to and not extending the sentences to include, for example, ambitious vocabulary, unless the Slow Writing framework had asked them to in that particular sentence.

My approach to the sequence of lessons was to teach the skill and then to use the Slow Writing framework to consolidate the learning of that skill. Practising the skills that would be assessed in the post-test allowed the learners to access any prior knowledge and enhance on that by teacher guidance. In one case, using the framework to consolidate the understanding of the skill meant that it was rushed because it was scheduled for the end of the lesson and not the beginning and so I believe that best use of the framework was not always guaranteed when used in this way.       

The use of the pre and post-test to assess the success of Slow Writing to improve year 7’s levels was useful as it gave an explicit presentation of the journey that they made from the beginning to the end of using the Slow Writing framework. Most learners in the class made improvements in their post-test from the pre-test. The results were measured according to the National Curriculum levels and the learners were awarded plus, minus or secure in that level. The majority of learners improved their marks by 0.5 to 1.5 of a level with one member of the class making no progress. The work produced by pupil N who made no progress was not necessarily at a low standard to begin with at level 4 however there was little or no engagement with the Slow Writing as a framework and therefore they did not meet the needs of the success criteria allowing them to secure a better level. No pupils achieved higher than a level 5+ in the pre-test because they had little time to understand the success criteria. After the Slow Writing was implemented, it was these level 5+ learners who achieved the higher levels of 6-7. These learners presented descriptions which were littered heavily with techniques such as similes, metaphors, onomatopoeia, hyperbole, imperatives and alliteration. Their command of sentencing was controlled, particularly in the case of Pupil M and Pupil T and they displayed a natural manipulation of language and ambitious vocabulary for relevant effect. As has already been mentioned, those whose pre-test results sat around the level 4-5 boundary mostly found it difficult to move out of that zone. Their sentencing remained very simple and their use of techniques were sometimes visible but not often enough and not through a range of approaches. There were however instances such as Pupil G who went from achieving level 3+ to level 5 which is quite impressive for a learner who, without prompt, found it difficult to paragraph their writing. 

The results are as follows:

	Pupil
	Pre-Test Level
	Post-Test Level

	A
	4
	5

	B
	4
	5

	C
	4
	5-

	D
	4
	5

	E
	4+
	5

	F
	3-
	3+

	G
	3+
	5

	H
	3
	3+

	I
	5-
	5+

	J
	4-
	4

	K
	3
	4-

	L
	3+
	4-

	M
	5+
	7

	N
	4
	4

	O
	4-
	5

	P
	4-
	5-

	Q
	4
	5-

	R
	5+
	6

	S
	4+
	5

	T
	5+
	7

	U
	4+
	5




Conclusions

In conclusion, the implementation of the Slow Writing intervention appears to support the thesis of the research question and suggests that it does help to improve the levels of work produced by learners from a year 7 mixed ability class. This can be concluded as all learners except one made progress from their pre-test. Some learners made impressive progress and transformed their writing from the pre to the post-test. Most learners made small progresses which included achieving just into the next level boundary or securing a loose level from the pre-test, which are represented in the minus levels. There are some clear themes in progress, such as the level to which certain groups of learners increased were often at a similar level for the pre-test. This is most significantly evidenced by those achieving level 3+ to 4 in the pre-test mostly all achieved level 4 to 5 in the post-test. 

However, whilst there are some clear and common threads in the post-test results, I cannot award the progress made by the learners directly to the Slow Writing framework. There are more factors to consider that may have contributed to this progression. Factors such as: teacher influence, acting on feedback, home revision and interest in the topic or subject should also be taken into consideration. The fact that the learners did a pre-test on a topic assessing a range of skills they had not been explicitly taught yet would suggest that after being taught the relevant skills, through any means of intervention, it can be assumed that the learners would make progress. The simple fact of time and a sequence of lessons over that time aiming to help learners understand skills that will be assessed in a post-test should certainly be considered as a contribution to the progress of their achievement. The feedback given to learners on the product of the Slow Writing tasks included ways they could improve their work in line with school and department policy. Although no explicit DIRT lessons were scheduled during the sequence of lessons between the pre and post-test, most learners were certainly keen to engage with any marking. As this is a mixed ability class, the spread of results reflect this, just as the feedback given reflected the appropriate progress which needed to be made. I cannot account for whether any learners in the class receive help outside of school or whether they revised for the assessment at home. As there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ answer to the question of whether the learners were doing work outside of the classroom, this cannot be dismissed as a potential factor contributing to progress.  

My tasks, resources, approaches and methods were linked directly to the literature on Slow Writing and writing frameworks. As there was limited literature directly discussing Slow Writing, I took a lot of inspiration from Didau’s blogs and followed most of his suggestions (2012, 2014). In hindsight, I feel that the success criteria should have been made more explicit to the learners from the start, keeping it the same throughout the process to allow for consistency. I feel that the learners’ understanding of the success criteria could have been enhanced by them modelling it. One way which this could be done is by them making up their own six sentence Slow Writing framework to write a descriptive paragraph, using the success criteria to create it. I feel that involving the learners in the process more would have had a more positive effect and the ‘novelty’ of the framework may not have worn off so quickly. I would also suggest not using the framework towards the end and marking a piece of work that has not used the framework before giving them a formal assessment. I feel in doing this, the framework could be further enhanced by using it during DIRT sessions which I feel are necessary in a mixed ability class.   

Limitations and Future Developments

There were several limitations to this research project which meant that research could not be carried out as effectively as hoped and that meant it was hard to conclude whether it was in fact the Slow Writing framework which caused the class’ results to improve. Firstly, the time scale of the research was limited to a short window. This was due to only having access to this class for several lessons until the end of term. In total, including the lessons in which the pre and post-tests took place, I had six lessons with the class. This meant that there was not sufficient time to gain an understanding of the framework and how it works which caused some confusion and disrupted its simple ethos. Secondly, the size of my class was to small of a sample size. In order to gain a broader understanding of the effectiveness of Slow Writing, the research would have benefitted from more participants. The small, mixed ability class of twenty one learners meant that the conclusions which were drawn came from narrow statistics and the themes which presented were often also small scale. As some of the trends and conclusions were so narrow, it again made it hard to comment on the effect of the Slow Writing in aiding progress. In addition to this, the research was only carried out on one class in the year studying the same unit. Whilst the abilities of the class were mixed and therefore the framework was tested on a wide range of abilities, as there was no comparative study to the sample group it makes it hard to address the benefits and disadvantages of the framework, even against ability. Had there been a comparative study on a range of abilities and over a longer period of time could have led to the revelation of clearer trends and themes which could have made concluding the research’s findings far more explicit.

For future development, I would suggest completing a comparative study to find out and consolidate these trends. It would work best as you could then discover which learners it works best for and if it would further improve their work with the continuation of the intervention. It could also then be used as a tool for more than one class but could be differentiated according to ability. It may be a good idea to carry out this research within the context of set classes so that you gain a broader picture of what learners it is affecting and in what way. It seems clear that more time needs to be spent on using slow Writing as a tool to promote progress in achievement in order to gain a better understanding of it. More time is needed for the learners to understand its purpose and to ensure a gradual release of it as a framework at an appropriate pace.
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