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Introducing the collection





1 The importance of model essays


Reflection notes




1.1 A necessary tool – intent


We’ve all been there. The class are ready for their assessment, and you have all your ducks in a row ready to succeed. Their knowledge of the text is secure, they know what methods the writer has used, the context the text exists in, and how to write a paragraph. It has been a successful term, and as you reach the assessment, the students seem prepared. The assessment finishes, you look through their books, and your heart sinks. The responses lack quality and quantity, and in no way represent the learning that you felt confident had happened in the classroom.


This is a situation which many teachers will be familiar with and one we face often, at many stages of our careers. I once watched a trainee teacher deliver a lovely series of lessons on creative writing, exposing students to excellent writing, teaching them how to vary sentence structure and embedding vocabulary throughout the lessons. When they completed their mini-assessment, he was horrified: each student had written one single paragraph. I asked him if they knew how to use paragraphs, and the penny dropped when he realised he had only ever shown them short examples, nothing longer than a few sentences. The students were mimicking the successful exemplars he had shared with them – the problem was that these were only a few sentences long.


The most powerful tool in GCSE English Literature is to show our students high quality essays that truly show them the excellence we are aiming for. A student never fully understands what they need to achieve, or aspire to achieve, until they have seen it. We are firm believers that high expectations of students are paramount to student success in their final exams; this is true of behaviour and attitude to learning, oracy and discussion, revision and study habits – every component that makes up an excellent learning experience. But we often see that with model essays, teachers never show students what is truly possible. Perhaps it is a fear of over-pitching the lesson, scaring the students, flaunting your own abilities, or simply not having the time to write a high-level response. However, you will never ensure students achieve excellence unless they see what excellence looks like.


No one wants students to underachieve. We have aimed to write this book with both teachers and students in mind, considering what we most need as teachers who teach students every day. We hope the essays in here will provide valuable teaching tools, an opportunity to push students to excellence, and to enhance your own subject knowledge of the texts you teach. Or, if you are a student seeking to be excellent, we hope these essays give you a standard to aim for. Most importantly, we hope that when you reach the right stage in learning, moving towards a summative assessment, your ducks will always have access to essays that will lead to excellence, regardless of whether you have the time to write them.







1.2 Finding the time – implementation


Put quite simply: schools are some of the busiest workplaces to exist. This is potentially due to the volume of individuals all found together on a relatively small footprint and also due to the fact that we are working with people – teenagers to be precise. And, as we all know, teenagers can be unpredictable. Think of that PPA on your timetable that you earmarked to complete that set of year eight books once a fortnight – how many times has that become a reality? Exactly. Schools and schedules are ever in flux and, for that reason, staff have to be flexible – we can be expected to cover a class, support a child through the heartbreak of their first love, or phone a concerned parent at the drop of a hat, which means our best laid plans rarely make it off the to-do list. This is where this book comes into its own. We recognise that even with the best intentions, sometimes finding an hour to write a model essay just feels like the most mammoth task after a day full of unexpected twists and turns. This doesn’t make any of us a ‘bad’ or ‘lazy’ teacher – it just makes us human.


We openly acknowledge in our own roles that teaching is the front-line action of a school, but sometimes other tasks turn up and that hour where you wanted to map out a plan and write a couple of paragraphs for a feedback lesson doesn’t come to fruition. You can’t turn up to a classroom unprepared and expect it to be the smoothest lesson of the week. In this vein, you also can’t magic up a model essay in ten snatched minutes at the end of break. Over the course of the last five years, we have been working hard to write essays to share with students. We share them with each other and our department as we believe that all students should have the opportunity to access them. After all, we are a team and we don’t believe in creating excellent materials that only benefit our own individual classes. The workload of teachers has long been a bone of contention within the profession, yet we both stand by the fact that when you put the work in in the initial stages, the following lessons and weeks become easier. There is no need for anyone to reinvent the wheel – the essays in this book are designed to be picked up and used with your students as they are. If they inspire you to then add a paragraph that you know will help your particular class then brilliant – but we’ve put this collection together so that you can do what you do best – teach.


It also hasn’t passed us by that education has embraced a much more rigorous approach to ensuring that the work of students is accurately awarded of late as a result of exam reform and assessment changes. Whilst this is something that we are glad of, it also doesn’t come without its challenges. To conduct a worthwhile standardisation process, the material to standardise with must be present. Whilst exam boards will often provide some sample material it can be, at times, hard to translate these essays into the work that we receive in our classrooms. This collection means that instead of trying to write a set of sample essays or frantically wading through piles of student papers looking for a range of responses (a trickier task in reality than it sounds), you can rest assured that these essays will help to focus your eyes and place a real emphasis on what you are looking for in students’ work whilst also leaving you unburdened to execute the task rather than trying to plan for it too.







1.3 Does it work? – Impact


The journey to effectively using model answers within the classroom is not a short one. It is important at this point to acknowledge that over the past five years, the way in which teachers discuss and deliver their curricula has drastically changed. Anecdotally, when we first arrived at our current school, there was a large focus on reading novels and much emphasis was therefore naturally placed on the study of literature. Pupils were exposed to a plethora of texts, had read a lot from the high-rise shelves in the dusty book cupboard and there were lessons timetabled purely for silent reading – we do not think we were alone in this approach. First and foremost, as English teachers, of course we love reading, and of course we want students to be exposed to great literature, but, before long this idea of reading with – as far as we could see – limited purpose – then became a sticking point for us. Were we apprehensive that the students weren’t reading what could truly be described as ‘great literature’, or were we concerned that students were reading, but not understanding the texts, or, potentially worse, not doing anything with them? We maintain that there is a distinct difference between reading for pleasure and reading for progress. In an educational setting, surely we have a moral obligation to be teaching students the latter? This is a discussion that English departments across the country have been grappling with over the past decade.


Before we can begin to teach students how to write full essays successfully, we must show students how they can read for meaning and equip them with the tools to select evidence that supports what they believe are the main ideas in an extract or whole text. Through our curriculum development, we have ensured that there is a balanced approach to both language and literature. Within three years of being at the school, we cleared out the copies of Holes and Skellig, not because we don’t think these are valuable books to children or benefit their general reading fluency, but because we felt that these were texts that students could access on their own or had accessed before arriving to us. We replaced these works with a slimmer, in terms of volume, yet weightier, in terms of content, selection of titles from Animal Farm to The Speckled Band and Long Way Down. Why? Because we fundamentally believed that if students in key stage three could successfully access these high-level texts with the support of an expert, then they would understand how to write clear points, select evidence to support them, and begin to experiment with writing analysis.


Alongside careful text selection, knowledge organisers were slowly designed to accompany each text and unit that we taught. This was not a short process, as it was important that teachers understood the purpose and function of these before even starting to use these with students. These knowledge organisers are used by all students of all abilities within the year groups. Whilst some may argue that the content within them is too challenging, or too prescriptive, when we set out our curriculum ethos (before these became fashionable and packaged up as ‘curriculum intents’) we purposefully placed emphasis on rich knowledge and the value of scholarship. Like many departments across the country, these decisions that were made were rooted in a shift in educational thinking and were influenced by schools that were leading the way in showing that excellent educational outcomes really were, and remain, accessible to all.


Within our setting, the use of model essays to exemplify excellence in the classroom has been unrivalled in its efficacy. Whilst it must be acknowledged that there are many other steps that must be taken before a model can be used effectively with students, as a strategy this has supported students of all abilities in achieving beyond what they may have believed themselves capable of doing. Since the new exam format began in 2017, we have worked to deliver a ‘best guess’ paper to all students in our department. Our ‘best guess’ strategy sees us trawl through previous examination papers, use our knowledge of the previous specifications to track patterns in questions and, finally, there’s always a bit of luck involved! This has become easier as the years have progressed as we have made suggestions knowing which extracts, poems, characters, or themes have come up previously. Whilst we always tell students that this is what it says on the tin – a best guess – we see them mimicking our phrasing, borrowing pieces of analysis and linking together the same quotations as us and, thus far, students have been incredibly successful. We saw our department results rise by 20% from 2017 to 2019, and in 2019 our 4+ and 5+ results were 20% above the national averages. From a comprehensive setting, surrounded on all fronts by selective schools, these figures are something that we, and the students, are incredibly proud of. More than the headline figures are the individual stories of success; students with additional learning needs achieving a value-added score of +2, students accessing hospital education but through regular contact with their teacher achieving grade 9s, to those students who never thought that a pass and the opportunity to pursue a level 2 college course was going to be on the cards. Those are the true stories of success and the doors that such models cannot just push against, but truly open.







1.4 Why do children need models?


As with most things in education, and life itself, instructions on the page of a textbook or the whiteboard look very different when put into practice. If you have ever built a piece of flatpack furniture then you will know exactly what we mean. It’s the same principle with essay writing: if students can’t see how it should look then they won’t know what they’re hoping to achieve. Whatever your department’s analytical acronym of choice may be (PETER, PEE, PEA, PEMEW, SIR, etc) until the students know exactly how the P in PETER needs to look in reality then it stays as little more than a ‘P’ in their minds. Most students will be able to tell you that they start with a point, and then they add their evidence but until they know how to effectively write that point and add that evidence to support the point without it feeling awkward or contrived then the acronym has little value. We would argue that having the acronym is akin to having a recipe – until you begin to put the ingredients together, you have little more than a neat stack of different food types. How many times have we googled the final image of a piece of furniture, or a completed recipe before we’ve truly been able to start and see where we are heading? It’s exactly the same with models for students – without seeing it, they don’t know how to transfer the knowledge and apply it to the task at hand.







1.5 What makes a good model essay?


There will undoubtedly be so many different responses to the question of ‘what makes a good model essay’, but for us, we think that a successful model essay should do the following:




	Exemplify the standard required for different grade ranges in line with exam board criteria.



	Show students how to include the evidence that they have chosen (embedding and introducing quotations).



	Include elements where all of the assessment objectives have been used so that students can begin to identify where these elements are within the writing and understand how they have been included so that they can emulate the style.



	Use challenging vocabulary and phrasing (suitable to the ability level).



	Have a balance of ideas that have been explicitly taught within lessons and include some different/more obscure ideas that pupils can grasp on to.



	Show how an argument can be used and returned to throughout a response.



	Considered use of the extract (if provided) and the whole text, to show students how to utilise each successfully.











1.6 Purposeful practice


As with any practice within the classroom, if we do not give students clear success criteria to work towards, we can expect variable results which may, or may not, meet our expectations of a given task. As such, when using model essays, we will often give students clear elements to look for. This helps to eliminate the potential for students to read through the essay and to do nothing helpful with it. We then will encourage students to select key ideas, phrases, or potentially methods that they think they could write about in their own work and then we actively look for these elements when they begin to write their own responses. Whilst this may at first appear as if we are asking students to learn snippets of essays and just simply regurgitate them, this is simply not the case. What we are doing is exposing them to high quality work that shows them the standard that they are aiming for and asking them to transpose elements of what they have been shown into their own work. There is never a time where we would ask students to learn an essay and re-write it – they would not learn how to use the skills or their knowledge independently should this be the case. Moreover, we are equipping them with the tools to write their own individual responses to questions with clear success criteria being followed so that they can use the knowledge and skills that they have been taught within the classroom to their utmost. If you think back to the opening part of this section where students only knew how to write one beautiful paragraph for creative writing – the use of model essays helps to guide students away from this trap. If all students ever produce is paragraphs, then there is a danger that that is also what they will produce when they really need a whole essay.










2 Planning responses




2.1 Selection of evidence


One of the most common questions we are asked in the classroom with regards to planning and writing responses is often about the evidence that students should use within their answers and essays. These questions come both from students themselves and their teachers. As a result of using knowledge organisers for our key texts at GCSE, all students have a common core of approximately 15 quotations that we deemed appropriate, accessible and transferable that they are required to learn. These quotations form the basis upon which most other evidence is built, but the fact remains that we selected these quotations for students to learn as we recognise the value within them. We often talk of value when selecting evidence, so, put simply, a valuable quotation to our students is one that has a key method attached to it and/or interesting words that can be analysed at word level to create a coherent point. Furthermore, these quotations are chosen because they allow students to track structural changes too: character development, theme progression, and they link to key motifs within the text. They are, in many ways, gateway quotations that unlock further knowledge and understanding of the text itself.


As is so often the case with students who are aspirational, there will be times when students will question whether using a quotation from the knowledge organiser is going to help them to secure a particular grade. This is, in part, a result of our emphasis on doing something interesting within a high level response, yet our response is always the same: yes. Yes, it is absolutely possible to attain at the highest possible level even if every other student sitting the same exam or assessment has used the same quotations as you. This is because it is what we do with the evidence in front of us that secures the grades as opposed to the quotations themselves. It goes without saying that if you choose to select a quotation with limited value then what you are able to write about it may also be limited, but this is why we support students in making the initial quotation choices by offering specific examples on the knowledge organisers that we know are applicable to a range of questions and can be accessed on a variety of levels.


It is important to note that we would not expect our most able students to only write responses using the 15 quotations from the knowledge organiser. These students are able to select evidence of their own that complements the original choices that form the core of their knowledge base. The point here on the selection of evidence is that it is what you do with said evidence; we are hopeful that you will see exemplification in the later chapters about how the same quotations can be manipulated to suit a wide range of abilities.







2.2 Why is planning necessary (and what do the exams board say)?


Without a doubt, allocating time to teach students how to plan their way through an essay is a crucial component of their success. As teachers, we know the texts well and so will find it easier to pull together a response which takes evidence from across the play or novel thus allowing us to build a coherent answer that understands how ideas change as a text progresses. Our students, however, will not know how to do this unless we teach them. This is why we build time into our teaching of a text to focus solely on this skill. In the examiner’s report from June 2019 for published by AQA English Literature Paper 1, it explicitly states that:




One strength of responses this year was an increasing sense of well-constructed responses allowing students to build an argument and demonstrate their understanding of the text effectively. There is not one model approach that we are looking for, but increasingly, we are seeing essays that open with a thesis which establishes the student’s response in relation to both text and the task. This structure immediately establishes some kind of overview of the whole text, which then helps to bring the various strands of the answer together rather than, for example, seeing the extract and the whole text as separate parts of a response.1





Whilst we acknowledge that this is just one exam board’s response to the construction of a successful answer, it is clear that students who were able to establish an argument and then use evidence from across the whole text performed strongly. This is something which can really only be achieved when students are able to plan an appropriate viewpoint in response to the question and then support it with evidence and ideas taken from across the text; this is something that they need to be taught how to do.







2.3 Planning for all students


All students can learn how to effectively plan a response and this is true for all subjects that require longer written responses, not just English! The trick to making this skill work for all is finding out which style works best for different students. As such, we advocate teaching a range of styles and supporting students in making their own decisions. In short, it doesn’t matter so much which planning style is adopted, more that they actually write a plan and then use it! It is worth noting, therefore, that planning needs to be taught across the whole GCSE course and is not something that we can leave until revision kicks in. Leaving it this late means that students will not have had time to employ their chosen planning technique in mock exams or in-class assessments. As soon as we feel that a class has enough security within a text to build an analytical response (this may be something as narrow as ‘explore how Scrooge is presented within stave one’), we would begin to teach planning styles before students even attempted to write a response to the question. As with anything, the more that the students are exposed to planning and understand that it is part of the process, the more it becomes second nature to them and they are more likely to use the skill when they most need it. I referred earlier to the idea that once students have made a plan then they also need to be using it and this is something that needs to be actively checked when providing feedback to students in the initial stages. Asking the questions




	Have you written a plan?



	Does your response use and follow the plan?






are good places to start when encouraging students to reflect on their initial uses of planning (alongside a hefty dose of praise when done successfully and without prompting).







2.4 Planning styles


How to plan can be quite a personal thing from teacher to teacher and for this reason we do not have a standard planning form that all members of our department use. Instead, we actively reflect on whether the styles we have taught are working for our students and will often vary the default planning style we use depending on the needs of different classes. Throughout this book, we have used one plan for multiple responses, and used a variety of plan types, so that they form part of the model responses.




2.4.1 Anchor planning


We first came across the idea of the anchor metaphor when Alex Quigley spoke about it at the Team English National Conference in 2018 where he spoke to us about selecting a key moment from Romeo and Juliet to answer a specific question and then dropping the anchor at other places both before and after the first selected moment. This idea was entirely new to us when Quigley spoke of it, but the metaphor has subsequently been successful with students as they are able to understand that in order to be successful, they must find at least three different moments, scenes, or chapters and ensure that they are spread out across the length of the text. This helps with the idea of an overall response which takes into consideration how ideas, themes or characters progress which also secures that structural awareness for students which they can sometimes struggle with.


Anchor planning works particularly well when responding to questions that require students to respond to an extract as well as a whole text as the extract can often form their initial anchoring moment from which they can then select other points from the text that come before and after for that whole text overview. When using the extract as an anchor point, it is also worth thinking about plotting three points onto the plan; beginning, middle and end. Therefore, if the extract comes from the start of the text, students know that they must select two additional points from the middle and towards the end of the text to support their response.


Please see an example of this plan in 2.6 on page 87.







2.4.2 Fishbone planning


The idea of the fishbone plan asks students to hang their ideas onto a thread where all ideas feed back into their initial argument (this is sometimes called their line of argument, thesis statement, or statement of purpose). For students who are able to write in a conceptual manner, the fishbone allows them to ensure that all of their ideas correspond with the original idea as they are literally planning by hanging ideas onto the central thread.


Much like the anchor plan, students can place these events in chronological order. It is a linear plan that enables them to see a clear process of formulating their response. We have had students who have drawn the plan across a whole page of A4 in an exam. In many ways, it is the visual that benefits them, as much as the positioning of their individual ideas.


Please see an example of this in 3.5 on page 114.







2.4.3 Grid/box planning


Planning within a grid enables students to match ideas across a paragraph or across texts. A positive with the grid planning is that students do not need to spend too long creating the boxes – we recommend encouraging them to do this freehand! Again, the grid offers a clearly defined number of ideas for students to plan, but will also encourage them to build on their initial ideas. We have seen, and used ourselves, plenty of versions of this planning style. A simple version might be the numbers 1-4 on the left-hand side, with an idea/quotation on the right. A more advanced might be idea on the left, with quotation, method, and other notes on the right. A colleague asks students to link each idea to their overall argument in each box, reinforcing the need to bring their ideas back to their main argument.


Grid planning is also ideal for comparison essays. A few simple tweaks make this style of planning suitable for the poetry comparison essay, for example. You might ask students to focus on two elements (for example, meaning and ideas, followed by structure and language) and then get them to use each. This structure encourages students to consider how they might make links between the two poems, whilst also providing them with a clear direction. We have seen students gain full marks (on the AQA specification) using this approach to poetry.


Please see an example of a single text box plan in 2.2 on page 65.


An example of a comparison box plan is in 4.1 on page 124.







2.4.4 Mind-map planning


The final planning format that is probably the most common, whilst arguably being the least effective, is using a mind-map/brainstorm/spider diagram (whatever name you use!) to map out the ideas the student has. The problem, of course, with using mind-maps as a planning structure is that we do not isolate their use to planning; students are encouraged to use them across subjects, and their purpose is often to generate ideas, rather than to structure them. Consider the following, taken from the AQA examiner’s report for English Language Paper 1:




Occasionally, spider diagrams were used, which may generate ideas but do not help with organisation or cohesion […] A lack of planning also resulted in unnecessarily lengthy responses, where the more a student wrote, the greater the deterioration in ideas, structure and accuracy.2





Whilst these comments were provided for the creative writing responses, the same can be said for the planning of literature responses, which also need cohesion – especially for the students aiming at the top of the mark scheme. That being said, we do still use this planning approach with some students. The key is to decide on a number of ideas (so that students do not simply add 15 random words around ‘Lady Macbeth’) and embed the practice that students then number their ideas (we often ask them to do this chronologically, but recognise that some teachers prefer going from extract to whole text, or ordering ideas from best to worst etc).


Please see an example of this in 1.1 on page 25. 













3 Essay writing tips




3.1 Textual security


When engaging students in essay writing, the most important factor to consider is their understanding of the text itself. An essay is only as good as the student’s knowledge of the text, and by this, we mean only their understanding of narrative: events and their chronology, characters and their idiosyncrasies, the themes and how they are developed. This is perhaps more so true of novels and plays, but there is also a need for students to fully understand the narratives that exist within poems. In an ideal world, students’ knowledge of a text will become automatic, and it is with this automaticity that students will be able to perform excellent analysis and exploration of the texts in exam conditions.


There are many ways to build textual security, but fundamentally, it comes back to constant repetition and retrieval of the key elements of the narrative. Thankfully, an understanding of interleaving and spacing has ensured that curriculum maps now allow time to return to past texts, and a focus on retrieval practice means that knowledge has become embedded across a two-year course. It is crucial, that with the now closed book exams for English Literature, students enter the exam hall with a confident approach to the texts they study. Primarily we have ensured this through a rigorous and challenging approach to the knowledge expected of each text.


As explained in 2.1, our use of knowledge organisers function as the minimum expected understanding for our students. By the end of the course, students must move beyond a basic knowledge of the text to being able to recall key whole text methods, contextual factors, and flexible quotations. This textual security, where key components of the text become automatic to our student, frees up their cognitive space when writing. It is a vital, often overlooked, element of essay writing.







3.2 Building vocabulary and phrasing


It is now time to think of a particular type of student. Let’s call them George. George is the first student in the class to put his hand up, appears to have excellent knowledge of the text and always answers correctly. All of his verbal responses point to him being a student who will perform well in an essay but, when George sits his assessments, it never matches what you expect of him. It leads to awkward parents’ evening conversations where you say, ‘George works really hard, he’s got it all in his head, and he responds verbally, but he can’t get it down on paper’. We’ve all taught a George.


The problem here, of course, is a discrepancy between spoken ability and written ability. It is also in what we expect of students when they respond in the classroom against what we demand of them in order to reach the top of the mark scheme in the literature GCSE. It’s easy to hear George say:




Macbeth starts off as a good guy, he fights for his country and is loyal to Duncan but by the end of the play, he doesn’t care about Scotland and will kill anyone.





And feel pleased as a teacher that George understands the key narrative arc within the text. But, in an essay, we’re expecting:




Macbeth, at first appearing innately courageous and patriotic, later becomes a ruthless tyrant who makes murderous decisions recklessly and instinctively.





It’s the same idea. There are plenty of ways to rewrite George’s response with more nuanced vocabulary. It’s these nuances that elevate student responses and allow them to tease out more developed ideas about texts. In every lesson, during every episode of a text, we should seek to expand and build on our students’ vocabulary. Attaching phrases to particular characters, and then returning to them when moving on to a new text, will help to build a student’s scheme around a particular world and enable them to advance their understanding. For example, considering why Scrooge is evidently avaricious and misanthropic in A Christmas Carol is crucial (these words do not have lower level examples that mean exactly the same thing – greedy and mean are not the same!) but how can you return to them when considering Mr Birling or Macbeth? After all, Macbeth is defined as avaricious by Malcolm in act 4, scene 3.


It is constantly returning to this vocabulary, expecting it to become part of students’ understanding of the text, which will truly enhance their essay writing. Much like with textual security, once these words and phrases become automatic, students will begin to use them organically and fluently.







3.3 Conceptualised responses


When we begin to consider how students might move to a critical response, we turn to their ability to understand the text as a whole. This, for us, is a key indicator of a student’s ability. A response that shows evidence of whole text understanding is most commonly considered a text with a line of argument – a response to a question, or focus, which can take an external view of the text. Another feature of these kinds of responses will be that the student understands that the text is a construct. Not once do they offer a comment on a character which makes them seem real; they recognise that characters are used as devices, by a writer, who is using the text as a vehicle.


This is actually pretty difficult to teach and for students to grasp. In reality, we see it as a threshold concept that must be passed in order for students to truly begin writing critical responses. It used to be defined in English teaching as ‘flair’ – we are not fans of ‘flair’. Flair implies a natural, innate ability to respond to texts, but we fundamentally believe that conceptualised responses to texts can be taught. However, when they can be taught is a tricky consideration – we have both walked on this dangerous tightrope and taken a fall into the canyon below! In order for students to begin to develop conceptualised responses with an argument, they must already have absolute textual security and also be able to perform at a clear level consistently. These students will have hit a ceiling with a typically formed response – a simplified response that they might be achieving will be:




How does Priestley present the change in Sheila Birling?


Paragraph 1: Considers Sheila at the start and her attitude when getting the ring.


Paragraph 2: Discusses Sheila when she is interrogated and her remorse.


Paragraph 3: Explores how Sheila hands back the ring and what this represents.


Paragraph 4: Analyses Sheila following the inspector leaving and her changed actions.





Their response will hit all of the necessary elements of an essay, and be doing all the right things, but will often be limited to roughly two-thirds of the marks available. They might seem to understand that Sheila is not a real person, but at times, they lack full exploration of the implicit ideas within a text and have not got to grips with the writer’s purpose. How do we move these students on?


This unspoken tightrope of English teaching – when is a class ready to be pushed a whole lot more – is a dangerous journey. If you try to teach conceptualised responses too soon, students will be confused and might even lose clarity, with responses being negatively affected rather than improved. Sometimes it’s easy to tell when a class or individual student is ready to push to this top level – they start offering whole text approaches when faced with an essay question, rather than moving to isolated incidents. So being asked the question above, a student might say ‘She is used as a symbol of hope, representing the journey the young upper class could take following World War 2’ rather than an isolated response of ‘Well, at the start, she is excitable and immature’.


One way to encourage conceptual responses is to offer open questions which consider the purpose of a text and ask all students to read out their ideas. You can then explain that each of these responses would be a line of argument to a narrower question and that each of these approaches will need different supporting evidence, analysis, and contextual understanding. An example I have used with A Christmas Carol:




Teacher: What is the core message of A Christmas Carol, if you had to simplify it to a common saying or phrase?


Student x: Money can’t buy happiness


Student y: Treat others as you would want to be treated


Student z: It’s never too late to change


Teacher: Now, let’s make this an exam question. You have the opening description of Scrooge, the one with all the lists and similes. Starting with this extract, how does Dickens present the transformation of Ebenezer Scrooge? You now need to come up with four moments in the text that all link together to your core statement, which proves that this is Dickens’ overall message.





It’s tasks like these that take students’ essay writing away from looking at the micro, individual elements of texts and move to the macro, considering the text as a whole. The more exposure students get to tackling texts in this way and the more they are encouraged to begin the planning process with an overall idea/line of argument/statement of purpose/bigger picture/thesis statement (whatever you want to call it!) rather than moments in the text, the better their responses will inevitably become.










4 A curriculum approach to modelling




4.1 Compartmentalising the skills within English


Despite our love of worked examples, we are not suggesting that every student needs one in every unit we teach to every year group. Whilst model essays have their place at various stages of student learning, there is definitely a way to approach them across the five or potentially seven-year journey students will take in their learning of the discipline of English. If we see essay writing as a key component of succeeding in English, we must understand its constituent parts and ensure we teach them separately. Daisy Christodoulou’s metaphor of a marathon works well here: a marathon runner does not train for a marathon by running marathons every day, so why do we train students for essay writing by asking them to write paragraphs when they arrive in Year 7?


Recent years in teaching have seen a change where overcomplicated tasks and activities have been stripped back to simple ideas executed really well. A renewed focus on curriculum has sought to ensure not only how we teach but also what we teach is interrogated appropriately. In English, this has predominantly focused on the content choices we make: concerns over the canon, decolonising the text choices, ensuring breadth and depth, and discussions over chronology. What this can often forget is the way we teach the skills of English – it is not uncommon for students to be taught a text in Year 7 and then be asked to write a paragraph on an element of that text. Our suggestion would be that to arrive at GCSE knowing how to write an essay is crucial, but we also have three years to get students ready to complete this monumental task. We need to create building blocks and separate the skills of essay writing. In doing so, we can embed skills properly, alongside a long-term approach to knowledge.







4.2 A long-term approach 


Many schools have successfully made the move to a knowledge-rich curriculum which offers high value texts. As explained in 1.3, this is a situation we found ourselves in and it was a long and difficult journey. As this element of the curriculum is now embedded, we seek to continue reviewing how we can best support our students. As far as we see it, essay writing can be separated into the following core skills:




	Writing clear points which respond to a question/statement and offer an idea; making inferences beyond that idea.



	Selecting the best possible evidence as justification for an idea.



	Analysis skills, which can include analysis of language, structure, form, or any other choice made by the writer.



	Understanding of context, and the world that exists beyond the text, along with the writer’s motivation.






It is undeniable that these skills are of a hierarchical nature. Without the ability to respond to a text to have an idea about it, students are unable to understand the world around the text or analyse the writer’s methods. A long-term approach to essay writing would take this into account and seek to construct a curriculum where these skills are separated. Teachers should pay attention to those individual skills and understand all of their intricacies in order to deliver them across an entire term. As we return to the simplicity of knowledge retrieval, we must return to the simplicity of getting the basics of essay writing right first, before we overcomplicate it with acronyms and paragraphs, even essays, when students have only just arrived at secondary school.







4.3 Writing frames: giving and taking


Whilst there has been much discussion around the use of writing frames in English recently, the profession as a whole has not arrived at an agreed and satisfying conclusion. Many will still argue that writing frames have their place in all classrooms for all students, and some will argue that it is time to strip writing back to basics, giving students the freedom to write without any structure to follow. We contend that both of these binary approaches are dangerous. Without a doubt, there are some students who will need writing frames right up until their GCSEs, and we have seen success from students who have relied on writing frames (for example, students in literature gaining a grade 6, with a target of grade 3, who relied on paragraph structures to write their responses).


A suggested approach would be to build to a writing frame (whether an acronym, or the now popular what, how, why approach, first explained by Becky Wood) and then remove it. Once students have developed each of the individual skills an essay requires, perhaps across the first two years of Key Stage 3, they might then be exposed to a structure which enables them to merge these skills together. How this is delivered in the classroom is crucial: a paragraph structure is not dangerous in itself, but how it is presented to students and how it is utilised in lessons can be problematic. If students enter each lesson and are told ‘we are writing a PETER paragraph today’, the construction of the paragraph becomes an event by itself, rather than a cumulative performance and an amalgamation of a series of skills. Sometimes it is okay for students to not write a full paragraph – often, when they do, it is not actually what the teacher needs to achieve. 


These are all questions and concerns we should have regarding teaching with paragraph structures and considering our long-term approach to essay writing. What this looks like in reality is actually quite complex. Below is an example framework (for Key Stage 3) that seeks to study texts in-depth, develop students’ imaginative and viewpoint writing, as well as develop essay writing across three years. Alongside chosen texts, these are the specific skills students might look at to build into analytical responses.










5 So, how do I use this book?


This is the book we, as English teachers, need! We’ve tried to make it as user-friendly as possible so that you can use it in a variety of ways and gain both knowledge and hours from it.


You will find a selection of essays from the most commonly taught texts on the literature specification, Macbeth, A Christmas Carol, An Inspector Calls, and poems that are featured across different exam boards. Our core purpose in creating this book was to provide high level essays, essays for excellence, which would provide teachers with:




	Exemplars to use with their classes.



	Essays which could help improve subject knowledge.



	A range of essays that could be used for standardising processes.






You will see that for each text, we have chosen one question and offered three answers to it. These answers are categorised as:




	Critical: a high response which we consider to be the top of the mark scheme.



	Thoughtful: a mid-high response that would sit just below ‘critical’ on the mark scheme.



	Clear: a middle response that will be aspirational for students who are aiming to pass their English Literature GCSE. This sits below thoughtful.






We have designed each answer in order for them to be used with students in the classroom if needed. Each answer includes:




	Annotations (white box) explaining which skills the answer exemplifies.



	Questions (light grey box) that offer avenues to consider as a teacher or a student.



	A summary box (dark grey box) that explains why the answer is successful and why we have defined it as clear, thoughtful or critical.






______________________


1 www.bit.ly/38z9IXy (p. 6)



2 (https://filestore.aqa.org.uk/sample-papers-and-mark-schemes/2017/june/AQA-87001-WRE-JUN17.PDF)
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