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Introduction 

School X is a ‘large 11-18 mixed comprehensive school’ in Swansea with 1700 pupils on roll, roughly 400 of these in the school’s Sixth Form. The pupils who attend School X are from varied social backgrounds, with 14% coming from ethnic minority families and 9.1% coming from homes where English is the not the first language. Also, the academic achievement of this school is above national average and the ‘percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals’ falls below the national average (Estyn, 2011). All of the classes at School X are mixed ability, and my chosen class is no different. It is a mixed ability, year 9 group, with the learners’ abilities ranging from level 5 to level 7. In English reading assessments, the learners are required to produce written responses, referring to the text in their writing. I will be researching the impact of shared writing approaches on learners’ written responses to a reading assessment.  

Literature Review 

In English, for KS3 reading assessments, learners are given a question in relation to a specific text. Their responses must aim to answer the given question, making explicit reference to the text provided. These responses must be written, and so my research looks at the impact shared writing can have on reading assessment responses. 

Reading and writing can often be seen as two separate entities; two areas of education that do not meet. However, the two fields are immediately related, and students’ knowledge of a topic improves by their ability to read and write about it (Cox, 1991; Mitchell, 2002; Dymoke, 2003; Wainwright, 2004). The two are ‘closely intertwined and often inseparable’ (Rees, 1996: 8).

Formative assessment is fundamental in effective teaching and learning, and ‘is at the heart’ of the shared writing process (Strong, 2013: 21). Dean also comments on the importance of formative assessment, noting that it is useful to ensure the ‘proper progress’ is made ‘in the area of designated learning’ (Dean, 2004: 119).

Writing is more than just putting words on paper (Emig, 1982 in Mercer, 1988; Rees, 1996); it is a complex aspect of language which is a process involving decision and choice making. It is therefore a process which requires a great deal of cognitive effort (Gardner, 1975; Emig, 1982 in Mercer, 1988; Rees, 1996). ‘Each time we write we have to choose the most appropriate words and the best way to organise those words’ (Rees, 1996: 2), so while structure and vocabulary are important, ‘choice of content is also very important’ (Rees, 1996: 6). ‘Several researchers indicate the complexity of the writing process (Calkins, 1986; Camp, 1994; Freedman, 1985; Graves, 1983), so through shared writing I have attempted to tackle the complexities for them to access the reading assessment more readily.  

‘National standards remain a major concern’ (Strong, 2013: 2) and the underperformance in writing can be attributed to the attitudes that learners have towards it. Learners associate writing with examination or assessments and so it creates a negative association in their minds, as well as an association with a ‘boring’ writing environment (Dymoke, 2001; Oczkus, 2007). Shared writing approaches aim to tackle these associations and improve learners’ motivations towards writing. This can be achieved through interactive tasks, which help students express their knowledge more clearly and ‘engage more with their learning and thus become more effective, confident learners’ (Strong, 2013: 8). This can be achieved through shared writing approaches, which have shown ‘children’s engagement in writing increase, particularly for boys and previously reluctant writers’ (Strong, 2013: 2).

These are some of the reason why I chose shared writing as an intervention to improve assessment responses, because these approaches have been found to tackle the issues with motivation and engagement as well as improve the quality of writing.

There are two different views of writing: traditional and reinvented. The former refers to writing as being ‘exclusively a silent and solitary activity’ in which learners write independently and do so in silence. The latter on the other hand, believes that ‘the process of writing can be enhanced by working in, and with, a group of other writers’ (Emig, 1982: 213 in Mercer, 1988). However, these two views need not be exclusive choices, for each is beneficial in specific circumstances. While shared writing may focus on the ‘reinvented’ style for the majority of its teaching, it ultimately results in formative assessment which will be carried out in ‘traditional’ independence. 

Shared writing approaches are considered to be ‘an essential stage in the writing process’ and an ‘excellent tool’ in improving learners’ writing (Dean, 2004: 118-119). It is an approach which is held in high regard by many academic professionals, with some holding the belief that those who do not teach using these methods are ‘not teaching writing’ but instead allowing writing to happen (Palmer and Corbett, 2003: 55).

This style of teaching involves teachers ‘writing with students’ (Booth and Swartz, 2004: 74), and allows them the ‘opportunity to work closely with the pupils’ (Dean, 2004: 119). Through shared writing, teachers are able to ‘involve their pupils much more successfully and directly in their own learning, as pupils have to justify and explain choices they have made’ (Dean, 2004: 118).

Shared writing is based around collaboration, and ‘requires participants to continually reread parts of the texts, perhaps debate possible alternatives and modify the text when it seems necessary’ (Dean, 2004: 336). It is a process which ‘provides participants the opportunity to explore, discuss, cooperate and develop learning capabilities’ (Noel and Robert, 2004; Dobao, 2012; Heidar, 2016). The ‘power of this approach lies in its ability to enthuse teachers and students alike’ (Strong, 2013: 4), which relates to my previous point of breaking the negative associations learners have with writing, and creating positive associations and positive motivations related to writing.

Vygotsky argues that social interaction precedes development; consciousness and cognition occur after interaction and as a result of socialisation (Heidar, 2016). This is agreed by many in that humans are a communicative species (Aitchison, 1998). The implication of this is that speech is more natural to use than writing is, which, as previously stated, requires a greater cognitive effort. While social interaction and speech precede written ability, as Vygotsky noted (Heidar, 2016), writing is thus a development of speech in the sense that writing is essentially talk written down (Britton, 1978; Mercer, 1988). In support of this is Moffett (1979), who defines writing in four ways, one of which is elaborating inner speech (Emig, 1982 in Mercer, 1988). Writing ‘as a process of language, cannot sensibly be treated wholly apart from’ verbal process (Mercer, 1988: 217), for you cannot write something if you cannot say it (Corbett, n.d.).  

As mentioned, shared writing is an approach which focuses on collaboration through the discussion of ideas before writing them down, which very much relates to Vygotsky’s notion of speech preceding writing in that the very practice of shared writing mirrors that, it is for this reason that people view the process as writing orally (Marty, 1991; Bouchard, 1995; DeGaulmyn, 2002). It has also been found that ‘writers benefit from speaking about their writing while engaging in collaborative writing process’ (Milian, 2005: 335), which implies that through collaboration, the participants share a specific goal (Krafft and Dansendschon-Gay, 1995).

Metacognition refers to an awareness of thought process, and it is important that you are involving your audience in the writing process so they can have a deeper understanding of the process and are able to internalise that process (Strong, 2013). This is best done through the use of exemplar texts and model answers, which provide ‘a pattern for students to imitate, and then innovate on in a variety of ways so that they can internalise it and are able to apply it immediately’ (Xerri, 2012: 8). As a result of expose to these exemplar texts, and familiarity in producing them, they are able to ‘fully internalise the approach so they can write independently’ when the time of assessment comes (Xerri, 2011: 8).

It is difficult to answer the ‘how do we make a student a better writer?’ question without knowing the answer to ‘what is a good writer?’ (Clarke, Dickinson and Westbrook, 2010). Instead, we look to focus on ‘what is a good written answer’ through the use of exemplar texts and model answers.

The use of exemplar texts is key for helping students understand ‘what they are trying to do’ (Strong, 2013: 24). Using exemplar texts are important for learners to understand what a ‘good’ answer is and ‘learn how to replicate it’ (Strong, 2013: 152). The most effective way for learners to understand a text in order to replicate it is through analysis. It is vital to demonstrate the patterns of the exemplar text and allow learners to ‘reflect critically on the structural and linguistic choices that writers make’ (Clarke, Dickinson and Westbrook, 2010: 179). By allowing them to analyse ‘how it works’ they are able to internalise the process (Strong, 2013: 143); this related to shared writing’s connection with metacognition in that learners will be aware of the thought process of writing, both of the exemplar text’s writer and of their own thought process. The analysis of exemplar texts is most effective if followed by the learners attempting to write their own response (Xerri, 2011; Strong, 2013), especially if they have internalised the process. Furthermore, the use of models in these situations make writing tasks seem less daunting for individuals (Beach and Marshall, 1991), which relates to the previously made point of tackling negative associations. It is worth noting that the use of exemplar texts is not something that should be restricted to shared writing, if all teachers took this approach of creating exemplar answers then pupils would more readily be able to transfer skills across subjects and/or areas of learning (Strong, 2013). Donaldson places a great emphasis on transferring key skills across learning areas (Successful Futures, 2015) and it is something that is reflected in my placement school. Strong’s assertion is supported by Rijlaarsdam and Van den Bergh (2004), who believe students should be aware of the ability to transfer skills across topics and subjects; this idea of being aware of one’s thought process also supports the previously made points regarding metacognition and its place in shared writing.

A heightened metacognitive understanding can also be achieved through collaboration (Humphris, 2010), which is a fundamental aspect of shared writing approaches. The idea of collaborative writing was built on a Vygotskian notion of cooperating with other by each contributing idea and jointly constructing the end product (Milian, 2005; Heidar, 2016). This concept of talking in groups as a prelude to individual writing seems to be a phenomenon with substantial evidence in its favour (Elbow, 1973). In these shared writing settings, the class needs to be divided so learners are in small groups with those of a similar writing ability (Dean, 2004). Allowing learners to work in collaborative groups ‘provides an especially powerful vehicle’ for producing text (Milian, 2005: 335). These groups do require ‘two levels of negotiation: a social agreement to share the task and contribute to it as a shared activity and an agreement related to the representation of the task itself’ (Milian, 2005: 338). When students are working collaboratively, it is important for them to share their work with one another to discuss how it could be improved (Beach and Marshall, 1991; Strong, 2013). 

Planning and drafting are essential stages in any writing process (Graves, 1983), and in shared writing these stages are to be carried out collaboratively. Having planned what they are going to write, learners need to consider how they are going to do so.  They do this by rereading what they have initially written in order to ‘reach an agreement’ about ‘both content and phrasing’ (Milian, 2005: 336). These ongoing discussions and modifications refer to ‘transforming the text being built’ (Camps, Guasch, Milian and Ribas, 1997: 20). It is important for learners to ‘revise the text’ (Milian, 2005: 336) written and reflect critically on their work (Andrews, 2008), as ‘constructively critiquing’ their work is part of the process (Clarke, Dickinson and Westbrook, 2010: 178). In critically reflecting upon each other’s work, learners stated it was easier to correct errors found in other people’s work than their own work (Dobao, 2012; Yeh, 2014), which enabled them to see the importance of peer and self-assessing to improve their work (Talib and Cheung, 2017). This then motivated learners to apply the same editing skills in their own work to improve it (Dobao, 2012; Ong and Maarof, 2013).

Collaboration allows learners to enhance their cognitive understanding of the text, as well as their engagement with it (Obied, 2007), which allows a ‘real and meaningful practice in all the skills of writing’ (Spiro, 2004: 10). It is thought that varying students’ partners will also allow them a deeper engagement and a more secure understanding, as they will have to explain things in a variety of ways (Strong, 2013). Working in groups has found learners to produce shorter, but better work in terms of quality in relation to content, grammatical accuracy and complexity of writing (Yeh, 2014; Dowse and van Rensburg, 2015). It has also been found that students who worked in these groups report being more satisfied with the work they produce (Ong and Maarof, 2013) which supports the assertion that ‘collaborative talk is motivating’ (Clarke, Dickinson and Westbrook 2010: 180). This then relates to the idea of shared writing tackling negative associations with writing and improving attitudes towards it.

Students are to ‘generate ideas and contribute to the writing of a text in a supportive environment’ (Xerri, 2011: 178). With this in mind, it is essential for there to be a rapport between teacher and learners in order to create that supportive environment because ‘trust is important if you want them to write’ (Mitchell, 2002: 166). Shared writing experiences help learners overcome a fear of writing and allow them to ‘develop the confidence to write on their own’ (Xerri, 2011: 176), as they are initially afraid to fail and so modelling and writing together are essential first steps in growing that confidence (Corbett, 2010).

A crucial element to that environment are those within it, so in a process which relies so heavily on collaboration, both amongst learners and between learners and the teacher, it is obvious that a teacher will have an impact on the learning. The initial job is to ‘engage their pupils in carefully exploring and identifying key characteristics’ of the text (Dean, 2004: 118). Following this, they are to demonstrate how to create that sort of text via shared writing (Dean, 2004). The issues with these are that the teacher might fail to engage the pupils or not demonstrate with clarity, in which case the process is not beneficial to the learners. While pupils are in the writing phase, teachers are able to intervene at critical moments and, through collaboration, help scaffold the task for them and offer suggestions for improvement (Dean, 2004; Clarke, Dickinson, Westbrook, 2010). Of course, it is not ‘possible to work alongside all of these groups at the same time’ (Dean, 2004: 119) so the degree of guidance children receive will vary (Rees, 1996) because it is ‘more likely that the teacher would most likely choose to support less-confident readers at the very beginning of their writing, joining other groups at different. junctures in the writing process’ (Dean, 2004: 119). It is important for teachers to make these interventions and provide the necessary support ‘without being prescriptive or controlling’ (Womelsduff, 2005: 27). This can be done through appropriate use of questions, using them to ‘verify and consolidate…understanding’ as well as probe learners to think in more depth (Booth and Swartz, 2004: 74).

While questioning is a powerful tool to gauge understanding from their verbal answers, ‘the text being written differs from the utterances spoken when writing collaboratively’ (Milian, 2005: 336). Milian states that there will always be differences ‘between the way participants conceive the text in the process of planning’ verbally and the end product (2005: 336). Camps (1994) also makes the distinction between intended texts and written texts, stating that the two are often very dissimilar. These differences could relate to a previously made point that speech is in fact more natural to us, and so it is easier for us to express our thoughts through speech than it is through writing.

When this approach has been applied, ‘the proportion proportion of children attaining the expected levels at the end of primary school has increased from around 30% to well over 90%’ (Strong, 2013: 8). While it is mostly suitable for younger learners, and was originally devised for primary schools (DfEE, 2011; Strong, 2013), it is believed that it should be a feature of all writing programmes, regardless of age (Routman, 2005).

Methodology and Ethics 

It is thought that ‘to conduct good research, it is vital to construct meaningful variables and to measure the variables properly’ (Vanderstoep and Johnston, 2008: 47). As a result, before conducting any research, it is vital to consider potential methods for research and data collection. I aim for research to address the following questions:
· Do shared writing approaches improve the reading attainment of year 9 pupils?
· Do shared writing approaches improve the reading attainment of boys?

In order for me to assess any level of improvement and track progress, I must first have a baseline to work from. By this, I mean that I should have their attainment levels in reading prior to the research to gauge how much, if any, they improve after the intervention. Cohen et al had suggested that this idea of using a ‘placement test’, or pre-test, prior to the study itself as an indicator of their ‘starting abilities’, followed by a summative assessment after the intervention which is ‘designed to measure achievement’ (2013: 481). Due to the school’s curriculum, each module is assessed in the form of summative assessment and so my study aligned with the school’s regular teaching practice. Furthermore, I started teaching this class the lesson after they had finished a previous assessment. 

Cohen et al (2013) and Vanderstoep and Johnston (2008) suggest the importance of the tests’ timings and that they should be taken into consideration when making preparations. They suggest that both the day and the time of day can impact pupils’ performance and so it should remain a consistent variable for best results. 

Cohen et al (2013) also suggest that these tests should have the same level of difficulty (493) to ensure that results are representative of the intervention’s effect. With this in mind, it is difficult to measure the ‘difficulty’ of a reading question, but each test will be marked in accordance with the National Curriculum Key Stage 3 Attainment Levels (Curriculum for Wales, 2015). 

The first step in conducting research is to understand why you are carrying out that research and set clearly defined objectives (Cohen et al, 2013; Goertzen, 2017). Once the objectives have been defined and set, the next step is to consider who the research will be conducted on and by extension its sample size. Selecting a sample size is vital in research and ‘too small a sample might not be representative’ (Cohen et al, 2013: 145). While its size is important, there is ‘no clear-cut answer as to how large a sample size should be’ (Cohen et al, 2013: 144), as it will vary according to the statistics that will be required to be used (Cohen et al, 2013). Some researchers will ‘work from the bottom up’ in that they ‘determine the minimum number of respondents needed to conduct the research’ (Bailey, 1994 in Cohen et al, 2013: 143). However, in the research I will be conducting I will have no control over the sample size. I am selecting a class and the number of pupils in that class will form my sample size. While I could focus on a specific number of pupils within the class to have control over the sample size, that will result in it being too small and would also involve me withholding information from the rest of the class.

Data captures and represents the reality of what we have experienced and wish to explain (Goertzen, 2017). There are two forms of data which enable us to do this: quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative data refers to data which can be collected and analysed numerically, and can provide evidence for collection (Goertzen, 2017). One of quantitative data’s central goals is to ‘build accurate and reliable measurements that allow for statistical analysis’ (Goerzten, 2017: 12). The data collected through quantitative methods are ‘large and be easily examined for a variety of purpose’ (Goertzen, 2017: 17). However, the data set will only ever be as large as the sample size. So the validity of this assertion rests on the sample size, and in my research the sample size is as big as the class so the data set will also only be as big as the class. The findings produced by quantitative data ‘uncover behaviours and trends’ but ‘not the motivation behind observed behaviours’ (Goertzen, 2017: 12). Vanderstoep and Johnston suggest that the use of quantitate data is beneficial because, in using this for my of data, the finding will move accurately ‘reflect the overall population’ which will allow for ‘statistical validity’ (2008: 7).

Data which is able to explain the motivation behind the observed behaviours, including how people ‘think, feel, or act’ (Goertzen, 2017: 12) is qualitative. The literature on qualitative research emphasises the importance of higher-order thinking skills (McLaughlin and Talbert, 1993). The teaching of higher-order thinking skills focuses on ‘conveying understanding’ rather than ‘conveying information’ (Wenglinsky, 2001: 5). These skills are learned through application and simulation; learners either apply the concepts to problems or are provided with concrete versions of the concept (Wenglinsky, 2001: 5). The learners ‘learn to understand the concept by putting it in another concept’ (Wenglinsky, 2001: 5). 

In my research, I used a combination of both quantitative and qualitative data. The results, and general focus, of the research will centre around quantitative data in that it is the pupils’ attainment levels which will signal any progress, if any, made from the intervention. The qualitative data refers to the learners’ verbal contribution in class. Through this, along with questioning, I was able to gauge their understanding of the topic and track the progress of their understanding through their contributions. 

My study aims to uncover whether shared writing approaches improve written responses to reading assessments in a year 9 class. Assessments are marked and levelled in accordance with the National Curriculum Guidelines (Curriculum for Wales, 2015), thus given a numerical value. The learners’ pre and post tests have also been assessed numerically and this will allow for easier comparison between the two, in terms of progress. 

To ensure that I respected the rights of my pupils to ‘exert control over their lives and to take decisions for themselves’ (Cohen, et al, 2013: 77), my study strictly adhered to the British Educational Research Association’s (BERA, 2011) ethical guidelines for educational research. Essentially, this takes the form of informed consent and anonymity. When presenting the pupils’ initial attainment and subsequent progress they will be anonymised as: Pupil A, Pupil B, Pupil C etc. 

Informed consent refers to the ‘procedures in which individuals choose whether to participate in an investigation after being informed of facts that would be likely to influence their decision’ (Diener and Crandall, 1978: 58). In addition to this definition, Cohen et al stress that in order for someone to give informed consent, the need to have ‘competence, voluntarism, full information and comprehension’ (2013: 78). Consequently, all of the aforementioned literature (Diener and Crandall, 1978; BERA, 2011; Cohen et al, 2013) hold the belief that informed consent is crucial to ethical practice in research. As a result, prior to the intervention taking place, all of this information was explained to the pupils, including the study itself, how it was being tested, its anonymity and the use of data. I also gave the pupils an opportunity to ask any questions they had regarding the study, and as a result, no student opted out of the research. As School X regularly carries out research on its pupils, consent forms are sent home at the beginning of every academic year so I was advised that verbal consent would be sufficient.  

Barrow (2010) discusses the ‘power relations between a teacher and their pupils’ (68) and how they can complicate any form of interaction between teacher and pupil, particularly one which requires the consent of a pupil. It is important that they do not ‘feel coerced or pressurised to volunteer’ (Cohen et al, 2013: 80). In order to avoid imposing any pressure on the pupils, I explained to them that a decision to not take part would not in any way result in any negative consequences. Furthermore, they were made aware of their right to withdraw from the study, and reminded of this fact frequently. Equally, pupils were not offered any incentives to take part in the study. 


Evaluation and Conclusion

I chose to begin my investigation as soon as I was given my class as we were starting a new topic on gothic fiction. This aligned well with Cohen et al’s notion of a pre-test to gauge starting abilities (2013) as they had recently completed a reading assessment in their previous topic. These levels, marked against the KS3 Attainment Levels, enabled me to have an understanding of their abilities. Due to this intervention being focused on collaboration between learners (Dean, 2004), I acknowledged the importance of who learners would be collaborating with. As a result, I used their pre-test results and split the learners into quartiles of ability. Using these quartiles, learners were sat in pairs. For example, in my planning, they were labelled 1, 2, 3 and 4. Those in the highest quartile (1) would be sat next to those in the third quartile (3), and those in the second (2) and fourth (4) quartile would be sat next to each other. The reason behind this is so those in the lower quartiles are able to learn from those in the higher quartiles without the gulf of ability being too great. It will allow learners to set themselves higher expectations and challenge them further to work with someone of a higher ability. Likewise, research indicates that more able individuals benefit from assuming a ‘coaching role’ with their peers (Pearce, n.d.). I based my scheme of work for this on Julia Strong’s 5-step model:
· Familiarise with genre;
· Capturing ideas;
· Demonstration;
· Teacher scribe;
· Individual writing.

In my teaching practice thus far, I have witnessed the use of learning objectives in almost every lesson I have observed. Moss and Brookhart (2009) believe that the first step towards assessment of any kind is being clear about the learning. However, some teachers simply display the learning objective on the board, often in ‘teacher language’ and verbalise it. Learners need to know what that learning objective means and how it is relevant to their learning; what is its significance in relation to the end goal and most importantly how do we achieve that. These are issues I wanted to address in this investigation and so at the beginning of each lesson I would present them with the mark scheme that I would use when I mark their assessments at the end of the scheme of work. I would then highlight one particular aspect of the mark scheme and tell the class that this is what today’s lesson would focus on. This enabled them to be aware of what they would be doing in the lesson as well why they were doing it, as being aware of its relevance is a motivating factor. To address the issue of learning objectives being in ‘teacher language’, I allowed them the opportunity to discuss what they thought it meant and how they thought they could achieve that. This was followed by a discussion before I would display the objective, and criteria to meet that objective, in pupil friendly language. The discussion would set the tone for collaboration which is a key element in shared writing, particularly Julia Strong’s talk-for-writing. It would also allow them to engage with the relevance of their learning on a different level to deepen their understanding of the content. The criteria’s established from these discussions would then be present throughout the lesson and displayed on all slides where it was relevant.

My first two lessons focused on familiarising pupils with the genre, as it was a new topic. These lessons would have always been an introduction to the genre, but because the idea of familiarising them with the genre was part of the model I was using, it was now part of the investigation. Due to informed consent being crucial in research (Diener and Crandall, 1978; BERA, 2011; Cohen et al, 2013), I began the first lesson by explaining my research to the class in detail, allowing them to opportunity to ask questions about it. During this time, I also provided my school email address to give learners the opportunity to opt out of the study at any given time, should they feel uncomfortable in doing so in front of their peers. As the lessons were centred around pupils developing their understanding of the genre and the concept of atmosphere, I exposed them to several examples of gothic images, texts and their summaries. Looking at different images engaged learners visually in thinking about gothic features. Furthermore, through looking at a variety of texts, learners were able to identify similarities and, as a result of both, create a ‘recipe’ for gothic fiction. The learners then used this recipe to adapt an extract so it would be representative of a gothic fiction text.

In the third lesson, I provided the class with the extract that they were to analyse for their reading assessment. We used this lesson to read through the extract and annotate it in preparation.

The fourth lesson in the sequence was another opportunity to capture learners’ ideas. In the previous lesson, some learners produced thoughtful responses to the quotations selected, but many were happy to accept them at face value instead of looking for different layers of meaning. The ability to identify different levels of meaning in a text would push the learners into the higher levels of their assessment (KS3 Attainment Levels), so I designed this lesson around that idea. I split the class into groups and gave each a quotation and a different coloured pen. After 2 minutes they had to swap their quotation with the next table, adding to the analysis as it went around. This forced them into thinking deeper about what was in front of them. My seating arrangement was particularly useful here as the more able were able to support the lower attaining pupils in their group in the latter stages of analysis. The decision to place learners in groups for this lesson was based on Emig’s assertion that group work can enhance the written product (1982 in Mercer, 1988). They then had to produce a brief analysis of the quotation they were left with using the criteria provided, but learners were not referring to the criteria when doing so and it was not as effective as I had hoped.

In the fourth lesson I had hoped for learners to be familiar with the success criteria and improve one another’s answers; however, they were not able to do this as readily as I hoped. As a result, I started the fifth lesson with a retrieval task – for learners to recall information regarding the success criteria from the previous lesson. The previous lessons had focused on capturing ideas from the class, now it was time to put those ideas into writing. First, I had to show demonstrate how to do so, and for this I used an exemplar answer and presented the success criteria to assess it, drawing on the previously mentioned work of Beach and Marshall (1991), Clarke, Dickinson and Westbrook (2010), Xerri (2011) and Strong (2013).

It is believed by some that learning takes place through the imitation of models and by exposing learners to examples of texts they will develop their own ability to produce that kind of text (Somba et al, 2015). Using exemplar answers also promotes the positive transfer of strategies and skills to their own assessment task (To and Carless, 2015). As previously mentioned, the use of success criteria has been prevalent throughout this investigation, but presenting learners with criteria for success can be abstract, so exemplar answers represent a concrete embodiment of the criteria which makes it more meaningful for learners (Price et al, 2012). As my approach was a talk-for-writing approach (Strong, 2013), I allowed learners to discuss the model answer as discussion has been proven to help students understand the quality of an answer (To and Carless, 2015). In addition to this, clarifying the nature of good quality work in relation to success criteria will also support learners’ understanding of the feedback they receive on assessments (To and Carless, 2015) which was particularly beneficial given that they had just completed one. Bell et al (2015) reported a high level of engagement with model answers when the criteria for success was used to annotate those answers, which is something I used in my own lessons to help embed that information. However, Handley and Williams (2011) suggest that the exemplar texts could be used uncritically to simply imitated or plagiarise. I considered this when planning, so provided an example response of a different genre so they would only be focusing on the transferring the skills and strategies (Somba et al, 2015) of PEE (Point Evidence Explain) responses.

Following the work on the exemplar response, I displayed a quotation from the extract and ask learners to discuss how they would produce a PEE response using this quotation. Following ample discussion time, I took several ides from a selection of pairings and wrote them on the board. Learners were only able to do this because of the classroom environment created, relating to previously made points by Xerri (2011) and Mitchell (2002). Once the ideas were on the board, I allowed learners the opportunity to discuss how we could phrase our ideas, relating to Milian’s idea of learners using discussion to contribute to its ‘content and phrasing’ (2005: 336) but also previously mentioned idea of ‘transforming the text being built’ by Camps, Guasch, Milian and Ribas (1997: 20). After we had agreed on a phrasing, we used the criteria to mark our own answer. Considering that the criteria did not have the effect I had hoped for in the previous lesson, this time, I attributed scores to each point and said that our answer wouldn’t be complete unless it scored x amount of points. This was an effective way of engaging the learners with the criteria and forcing them to apply it.

The following lesson was the final before the individual writing, or assessment. In this lesson learners drafted an introduction and conclusion, doing both via a mind map as I provided probing questions related to what you would expect to find in each. After this, I displayed a quote from the extract on the board and, in pairs, learners had to write a PEE response to it, again relating to Milian’s idea of learners discussing the content and phrasing of what is to be written (2005: 336). Once they had completed their writing, they were to highlight a sentence that they thought needed improving. While I asked for examples of these sentences which needed improving, I expected others to use the criteria displayed to offer suggestions for improving. This method is something I had tried in a previous lesson but it had not worked; I hoped that it would work this time because learners had been engaging more with the criteria based on the points system, and it did work. 

The final lesson in the sequence was the individual writing phase, which aligned with the school’s assessment policies as learners were to complete their assessment individually.

Figure 1

	Pupil:
	Pre test
	Post test

	Pupil A
	6
	6

	Pupil B
	6 -
	6 +

	Pupil C
	7
	8

	Pupil D
	7
	7

	Pupil E
	7
	7 +

	Pupil F
	6 -
	6 +

	Pupil G
	7 -
	7 - 

	Pupil H
	5 +
	6

	Pupil I
	6
	6 +

	Pupil J
	6
	6

	Pupil K
	6
	5 +

	Pupil L
	6 -
	7

	Pupil M
	6 -
	6 +

	Pupil N
	6
	6 - 

	Pupil O
	6 +
	7 - 

	Pupil P
	6
	6 - 

	Pupil Q
	6
	6 +

	Pupil R
	7
	7

	Pupil S
	6 -
	6 - 

	Pupil T
	5+
	5 +

	Pupil U
	7
	7 -

	Pupil V
	7 - 
	7

	Pupil W
	7 -
	6 +

	Pupil X
	7 -
	6 - 

	Pupil Y
	6 +
	6

	Pupil Z
	7
	7

	Pupil AA
	7
	7

	Pupil BB
	6 +
	6 +

	Pupil CC
	7
	7 - 

	Pupil DD
	/
	7 +

	Pupil EE
	6 +
	7 - 



The results of both the pre-test and post-test are displayed in Figure 1. It can be seen that learners responded differently to this approach, with some improving, some showing no signs of progress and others actually regressing. That said, the majority of the class (12/31) showed signs of improvement. Ten out of thirty-one learners showed no signs of progress, with eight regressing. The remaining pupil was absent for the pre-test and so I was unable to draw comparisons. Interestingly, six out of the eight learners who regressed (K, N, P, U, Y and CC) were sat next to each other in this sequence of lessons. This would, perhaps, suggest that if a learner misinterpreted an aspect of the lesson, in allowing them to take charge and discuss their ideas, it would only embed that misconception in their mind and their partner’s. This notion aligns with Krafft and Dansendschon-Gay’s findings that in collaboration, participants share a specific goal (1995), so if that shared goal is inaccurate then their end product will be as well. The learner whose attainment dropped the most in this instance, Pupil X, was absent for 2 of the lessons. While I spent additional time to explain what they had missed and how to complete tasks, as well as structured, detailed resources, this individual still dropped significantly. I would argue that is potentially due to the pupil missing out on stages of collaboration, which, as previously stated, enhances learners’ engagement as well as their understanding (Obied, 2007).

In relation to pupils who did show progress, Pupil L improved the most. As the class consisted of 31 learners, there was not an even number for the class to be divided perfectly into pairs. In the seating plan, Pupil L was sat by himself. However, in light of Strong’s assertion that varying students’ partners will allow a deeper engagement and more secure understanding (2013), I moved Pupil L at the beginning of each lesson to join a pair and become a three. This would then allow that individual to sit with different pupils for each lesson. Admittedly, I was concerned that it might impact the idea of a shared goal (Krafft and Dansendschon-Gay, 1995), but if I opted to do so as Strong’s findings are more recent.

In Trickey and Toppy’s P4C study, they found that the highest quartile of pupils had the smallest positive gains and the two mid quartiles had the highest positive gains (2007). This could suggest that such interventions do not benefit those who are more able nor the lower attaining, but ‘teaches the middle’. This trend was not replicated in my own research as there was no clear pattern of progression. Learners improved more randomly than by quartiles of ability. I chose to compare to this study as both include elements of speech to improve attainment; however, it is important to note that the focus of my study is not speech but just includes speech as part of the process. 

Before I had started my research, I posed the question ‘Do shared writing approaches improve the reading attainment of boys?’. Of the eight pupils who regressed, only one was female and this individual (Pupil X) was, as previously mentioned, absent for 2 of the lessons. Seven of the twelve learners who showed clear progress were male. However, while the majority of those who progressed were male, the ratio of boys to girls is 2:1, meaning that girls actually performed better. Using the data, I can see that 60% of the girls (6 out of 10, as one individual missed the pre-test, her data cannot be used) showed improvement, whereas only 35% of the boys showed improvement. While, in terms of this study, shared writing approaches have not convincingly improved the attainment of boys, it is not to say that these approaches do not and cannot improve boys’ attainment. This relates to the earlier made point of representation, in that a small sample size will not be representative of the wider population (Cohen et all, 2013).


Limitations 

Having presented the findings and examined its positive elements, I must also consider the limitations. As mentioned in the methodology (Cohen et al, 2013), the sample size is crucial in investigations. Due to the nature of my timetable, I was only able to carry this out on one class of 31 learners, which is a fairly small sample size. As a result, my study does not truly represent the effects of shared writing approaches on year 9 pupils, but rather, the effects of shared writing approaches on my particular year 9 pupils While Cohen et al suggested that there is ‘no clear-cut answer’ to the size of a sample, they also noted that ‘too small a sample size might not be representative’ (2013: 144-145). Not all of my learners took part in the pre-test for this study; as a result, my already small sample size was reduced even further. 

Also mentioned in the methodology was the idea of timing. It was noted by Cohen et al (2013) and Vanderstoep and Johnston (2008) that the tests should occur at the same time on the same day to ensure consistency. While I disagree that this could have an impact, my study was based on research collected and did not coincide with this notion. In future, I would be sure to take timings, both of the day and the day itself, into consideration to optimise consistency.

Additionally, the pre-test data I have used was from a previous reading assessment that had just been completed. This impacts the findings in that the pre-test did not represent their ‘starting abilities’ (Cohen et al, 2013: 481) in this particular genre but in another so it is difficult to gauge the real signs of improvement. In relation to the topic or genre, learners might have performed better in this assessment due to the topic itself; they might be naturally more interested in this topic and thus more engaged and motivated to succeed in it. 

As previously stated by Xerri (2011) and Mitchell (2002), the classroom environment is crucial. While I formed positive relationships with those in my class quickly, as commented by both my class teacher and university tutor, I feel the effects of shared writing would have been greater if the intervention started with those relationships having already been formed, as opposed to having to be formed during the process. This could have had a negative impact on pupils’ willingness to contribute answers in the earlier stages.

Furthermore, it is an approach based on collaboration, this in itself poses potential problems. If an individual in a pairing misunderstands a task, then their partner also will. Conversely, a pairing could produce excellent responses verbally, but ‘the text being written differs from the utterances spoken when writing collaboratively’ (Camps, 1994: 511). As with all lessons, it is imperative to gauge their understanding before allowing learners to take control of their learning. In this study I allowed a very pupil centred approach, this is not something I would want to change, but for future practice I would implement more immediate assessment for learning strategies.

One of the study’s initial questions was whether or not these approaches could improve the attainment of boys, and the fact that the answer was not 

The study aimed to find out whether these approaches could improve the attainment of boys, and while it did improve for some learners (35%), it was not a convincing amount, with the approach seeming to benefit girls much greater (60% improved). Consequently, in any future investigations regarding shared writing approaches, I would perhaps sit pupils boy-girl to test whether this would have an impact.
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