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REVIEWS






The Writing Game is a go-to guide for any teacher seeking to implement a succinct, evidence-informed approach to writing in the classroom. Where pedagogy around writing can sometimes veer towards the formulaic, resulting in mimetic rather than authentic outcomes for students, Robin Hardman provides a plethora of strategies with just the right amount of nuance and flexibility to ensure that teachers can make effective decisions about how to teach writing. I will be recommending this book to all teachers who wish to ensure their students are exposed to ways of responding to their subject in a way that is aligned with the best available evidence. An essential read.


Kat Howard


Head of professional learning at DRET Teaching School Hub and expert adviser at the Teacher Development Trust; author of Stop Talking About Wellbeing and co-author of Symbiosis: the curriculum and the classroom


If you’re looking for a book full to the brim with practical classroom-based strategies then The Writing Game is for you. Robin Hardman takes you on a journey through a range of writing strategies linked to key pedagogy approaches. The activity outline, possible adaptations and top tips make each strategy accessible for teachers to consider how they can implement it into their own classroom. With direct reference to the research, The Writing Game will be a book you will lift on and off the bookshelf for many years to come.


Michael Chiles


Associate assistant principal at King’s Leadership Academy Warrington; author of The Sweet Spot, The Feedback Pendulum and CRAFT


The Writing Game recognises the importance of the deliberate practice of extended writing and the isolated component skills that together make up skilled writing. Robin Hardman offers a range of practical examples from different subject areas that are flexible and adaptable. With the support of this book, teachers can help to remove the stigma around writing that prevents some students from achieving their best, as they view writing as an insurmountable barrier. Firmly rooted in research evidence of what works within the classroom, Hardman’s tried-and-tested techniques can overcome this barrier and support students to achieve their full potential.


Kathrine Mortimore


Lead practitioner for English at Torquay Academy, Devon; 
author of Disciplinary Literacy


The Writing Game is a great resource for teachers of all subjects. It is packed with practical, purposeful strategies to support students’ writing across the breadth of the curriculum, helping them to crystallise and 
distil their knowledge and commit it to the page successfully. Robin Hardman acknowledges and explores the importance of deliberate writing practice in all subjects, and the strategies presented here are clear, adaptable and – vitally – rooted in pedagogy. From peer assessment and feedback to extended writing and redrafting, there is something for everyone in this handy book of bitesize tips for busy teachers, to help students’ writing soar.


Amy Staniforth


Assistant principal at Iceni Academy Methwold, Norfolk; 
co-author of Ready to Teach: Macbeth
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FOREWORD






Professional writers are not always able to put into words precisely what inspired a particular piece of writing. When they are able to do this, they offer explanations such as ‘my writing was motivated by personal experiences’, ‘a careful study of gathered information’, or ‘a mental tussle with a thorny issue’. When they are less certain, their explanations become fuzzy and sometimes mystical, such as ‘I follow my characters’ lead’ or ‘It is like I am channelling my ideas from another source’.


Well, the inspiration for my preface for The Writing Game by Robin Hardman is quite certain. It was inspired by an earlier preface. In 1991, Karen Harris and I had dinner with the renowned American psychologist Donald Meichenbaum. At the time, we were finishing a book for teachers on how to help children become more strategic, knowledgeable and motivated writers. The instructional approach presented in this book, self-regulated strategy development, was stimulated by groundbreaking research conducted by Don. Before the dinner ended, we asked Don if he would write a preface for the book. He answered by telling us how he handled such requests: ‘I keep a list of all the times I say no, so I will have time to do my own work.’ Fearing all was lost, we were delighted when he gave us a playful smile and said: ‘Of course I will do it.’


Over the years, the thing I remember most distinctly from Don’s preface is that he quoted Kurt Vonnegut, the American novelist and satirist. I was a Vonnegut fan and I thought his quote was quite witty, if not demeaning to cosmetic consultants:


‘… novelists … have, on the average, about the same IQs as the cosmetic consultants at Bloomingdale’s department store. Our power is patience. We have discovered that writing allows even a stupid person to seem halfway intelligent, if only that person will write the same thought over and over again, improving it just a little bit each time. It is a lot like inflating a blimp with a bicycle pump. Anybody can do it. All it takes is time.’


Writing is a wonderful thing. Its permanence makes it possible to ponder and reconsider the meaning and the value of the message. The basic message from Vonnegut is that writing can be improved. It just takes effort, revision and time. I agree with this message, but this observation assumes that the writer has the know-how and skills needed to make the message progressively better. This recommendation is best suited to competent and expert writers. Children are likely to find Vonnegut’s advice frustrating. They are still in the process of acquiring the needed know-how and skills.


As I thought about Vonnegut’s advice over the years, I frequently coupled it with another slice of sage wisdom also meant to be witty. Somerset Maugham, the famed novelist, proclaimed:


‘There are three rules for writing a novel. Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.’


Maugham’s satirical response about writing took aim at a common practice then and even today: self-declared experts providing the unwary with advice on how to be a successful writer. The antidote to this approach is to base recommendations about writing and learning to write on a more solid foundation.


During the last 100 years, we have learned a great deal about how writing operates and effective methods for teaching it. By reviewing thousands of research studies, my colleagues and I have identified basic principles for teaching writing. We know that children become better writers by writing. This is not enough, though, as they need to acquire basic writing know-how and skills. This includes strategies for planning, revising and editing; writing skills for converting ideas into acceptable sentences; spelling, handwriting and typing skills for converting these sentences into print; and knowledge about the basic purposes and methods of constructing different types of text.


We also know that we can help children produce their best writing by providing them with support as they compose. This includes setting clear goals for what their writing is to accomplish; engaging them in activities that help them collect, cull and organise possible writing content; and providing them with feedback. Writing is hard work and it is not always viewed by children or adults as enjoyable. Consequently, we need to use methods for teaching writing that are enjoyable and will help students become motivated writers. Finally, writing and reading draw on many of the same sources of knowledge and skills. We can facilitate writing as well as reading growth by using these two skills to support each other.


While no book on writing can provide you with everything you need to improve your students’ or your child’s writing, The Writing Game presents a variety of activities for improving children’s writing. These activities engage students in meaningful writing tasks, teach students basic writing know-how and skills, and provide students with support as they write and learn. The activities address the most important principles acquired through the science of how to teach children to write:


Write


Teach


Support


The activities in The Writing Game address basic foundational skills in writing, including planning and revising, working with other writers, paragraph and sentence construction, and voice, to provide just a few examples. They also draw on proven instructional procedures such as modelling, scaffolding, guided practice, feedback and collaborative learning. Each activity includes suggestions for adapting the exercise to meet students’ capabilities. Each activity is further based on one or more findings from the scientific literature. This is a unique feature not found in many books on teaching writing.


I hope you and your students (or child) enjoy The Writing Game as 
much as I did. I want to thank Robin Hardman for sharing these practices with us.


Steve Graham


Regents and Warner Professor, Arizona State University; Research Professor, Institute for Learning Sciences and Teacher Education, Australian Catholic University, Brisbane

















INTRODUCTION






Writing well: it’s a gift that some of us possess and others don’t. It’s not like we can do much to change that unfortunate educational fact, so why bother trying? Much better to focus on teaching subject content, surely, and hope that our lower-attaining students will be able to scribble down enough knowledge in an exam to scrape a half-decent mark. And as for the fortunate few who are blessed with an innate ability to write, well, they’ll be absolutely fine, won’t they? They already know how 
to write, so what’s the point in hammering home skills that they’ve already mastered?


These attitudes might sound like common sense to many secondary teachers. They might be fairly close to the kinds of views you’ve heard uttered in the staff room or in department meetings. Maybe they’re even positions that you’ve adopted yourself. The purpose of this book isn’t to chastise or to stigmatise such points of view, and it’s certainly not to reignite the age-old, zero-sum debate over the relative importance of knowledge and skills. (For what it’s worth, both are clearly fundamental to a successful curriculum.) No, the reason why I’m highlighting these attitudes is that I used to let such perspectives go unchallenged, both in my own head and from my colleagues.


In a sense, my own upbringing had served to confirm those perceptions. I’m the son of two journalists and I was fortunate to grow up in a household that was full of books, newspapers and magazines. As a consequence, writing is one skill that I’ve never found particularly difficult. (Full disclosure: I find lots of other things incredibly challenging, from driving a car to figuring out how to open gates.) At school, essay subjects were a blissful refuge from the sheer terror of Maths problems and Chemistry practicals; at university, I was able to construct lines of argument that at least partially covered up my patchy attendance at lectures.


When I became a teacher after graduating, then, I assumed that children who hadn’t grown up swallowing The Times before breakfast might always struggle to write to the standard that I desired. I didn’t ignore writing skills in my first couple of years in the classroom. Far from it: I devoted substantial chunks of some lessons to telling my classes what I expected to see in their essays. I made checklists of the component parts of an A* paragraph; I wrote my own essays, photocopied them and expected my pupils to glory in their splendour. But seldom did I think about going beyond telling them what good writing entailed; even less frequently did I try to explain how they might improve.


For the best part of three years, I muddled on. The old A Level Politics course – my primary teaching responsibility – prioritised knowledge over analysis and evaluation, so the vast majority of my pupils were able to secure excellent grades without necessarily mastering the art of constructing an essay. But the new course, which I first started teaching in 2017, weighted each of those skills equally, and I soon became concerned about how many of my pupils struggled to explain the significance of their points and justify their lines of argument. When I asked fellow Politics teachers how they intended to close the gap between their pupils’ written attainment and the demands of the new course, I was amazed at their laidback responses. It wasn’t that they hadn’t spotted the problems: they all recognised that their pupils were finding essay technique difficult to master. But nobody had a strategy for dealing with it.


I turned to teachers of other humanities and social science subjects, hopeful that they might offer some solutions. Although they all tried their best to help me, their responses contained few constructive suggestions. Most said things like, ‘I just get my classes to write as many timed essays as possible.’ Even the more helpful suggestions – like breaking essays down into discrete component skills, and following Black and Wiliam’s 1998 recommendation of providing comments on pupils’ work without the distraction of a mark – seemed only to offer partial solutions to a complex problem.


I’d always been interested in evidence-informed practice, so I started to root around for studies on writing development. To my great excitement, I discovered a wealth of research that could shape my instruction. The evidence base fell into three broad categories:




	Some research confirmed assumptions that I’d already made, such as the fact that there’s a correlation between the frequency of writing practice and the likelihood of pupils making progress.



	Other studies were in line with well-known evidence about effective pedagogy and skill acquisition, such as the need for modelling, scaffolding and guided practice.



	But I also discovered recommendations for effective instructional strategies that I’d never before considered, like group writing and redrafting exercises.






Taken together, these insights provide the basis for a robust, evidence-informed writing instruction program. And yet, although names like Barak Rosenshine, Daniel Willingham and Dylan Wiliam have rightly become part of everyday conversations among teachers, the work of researchers such as Steve Graham, Karen Harris and Gary Troia on writing instruction remains largely unknown in schools and colleges.


The Writing Game is the culmination of my efforts over the past three years to translate the insights of these researchers into my teaching practice. There are many barriers that prevent teachers from engaging with academic research, but recent years have seen the welcome rise of books (many of which have been published by John Catt) that aim to bridge the gap between research and classroom practice. My hope is that The Writing Game will contribute to this growing field by providing evidence-informed writing activities for busy teachers to use and reinterpret as they see fit.


Although The Writing Game can be read from cover to cover, you may prefer to treat it like a recipe book, using the contents list to help you find the activities that might work for your particular needs. An egg timer key indicates how much preparation is required for each activity: one egg timer means very little preparation is required, two egg timers mean some preparation will be necessary, and three egg timers indicate the need for a significant (though worthwhile) amount of preparation. Each activity contains at least one reference to the evidence base on effective writing skill instruction or effective pedagogy; a comprehensive list of references can be found at the back of the book.


This book aims to help busy teachers to understand and implement proven strategies for improving their pupils’ writing skills. Although I’ve aimed to make each activity engaging and enjoyable, nothing should distract from the core purpose of writing instruction, which is to aid writing development. The activities should be seen as facilitative means for achieving this goal, rather than as ends in themselves; they are unlikely to lead to substantial improvements in pupils’ writing unless they are accompanied by expert instruction in the processes, skills and disciplinary literacy that form the constituent parts of effective writing in each academic subject.


Drawing on the work of Graham, Harris and Troia on writing instruction, and on research about effective teaching carried out by Rosenshine, Willingham, Wiliam and others, the activities that follow are based on seven overarching principles:




	The more frequently pupils write, the greater the chance that they will make progress.



	Teachers should guide writing practice for as long as possible, before gradually starting to remove the scaffolding.



	Writing practice and knowledge recall can, and should, happen concurrently. The notion that teachers should prioritise either skills or knowledge is based on a false dichotomy.



	As well as practising writing skills on an individual basis, pupils will benefit greatly from activities that require them to write in small groups.



	Pupils should be in no doubt about what excellent writing entails in each of their subjects. Teacher modelling and peer assessment are therefore crucial components of effective writing instruction.



	When providing pupils with commentary on their written work (whether addressed to individuals or to whole classes), teachers should abide by Wiliam’s (2013) maxim that ‘feedback should be more work for the recipient than the donor’.



	Pupils should be required to undertake frequent self-reflection.






Of course, simply deploying some of these activities on an ad hoc basis will not be enough to maximise your pupils’ chances of success. Writing skills should be woven throughout your teaching, so your pupils are frequently made aware of and reminded about the components of effective writing in your subject. It is crucial, too, that you do not try to fight a lone battle. Ideally, you should collaborate within and between departments to formulate common approaches to writing instruction. If you are a head of faculty or department, make sure your fellow teachers are, at the very least, dispensing common advice over essay technique; there are few things more confusing and demoralising for pupils than being given conflicting guidance by different teachers.


Regardless of your position, this is a call to arms to join the conversation about writing instruction over the coming weeks, months and years. The more brainpower that we collectively devote to improving writing skill instruction in schools and colleges, the greater the benefit to the young people in our care. It is incumbent on all of us, no matter our seniority or experience, to strive to elevate the status of writing instruction in our profession and our curricula.



















Modelling
























BASIC, BETTER, BEST






This Antiques Roadshow-inspired exercise makes a great starter or plenary activity. It can be used at any stage of a unit or topic, making it a versatile little number that quickly reactivates and tests pupils’ understanding of the key writing skills that you’re seeking to impart.




ACTIVITY OUTLINE


Provide your pupils with a handout containing examples of an introduction, a main paragraph or a conclusion from a short-answer or essay question of your choice.


In pairs or threes, pupils have to identify which example is the most basic, which is better and which is the best.


Once they have made their choices, ask them to discuss and jot down some brief bullet points explaining their decisions. Discuss as a class, addressing any misconceptions that arise and asking pupils why certain features are important.







What you’ll need to prepare in advance




	Three examples each of an introduction, a main paragraph and a conclusion from a short-answer or essay question of your choice.
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