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Children and young people are the heart of our city and of everything we do



Schools Involved: 

Archbishop of York’s CE Junior School
Carr Junior School
Our Lady Queen of Martyrs RC Primary School
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St Aelred’s RC Primary School 
St Paul’s CE Primary School

In collaboration with Huntington Research School 

Other LA Involvement: 

East Riding of Yorkshire
North Lincolnshire
Rotherham
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The genesis of the primary writing project came from the need to better 
understand the causes of a trend of poor outcomes in York at both KS1 and 
KS2. The evidence of attainment and progress outcomes over time showed 
that writing was a lag indicator for the city; in comparison to both its regional 
neighbours and the national context. 

Despite the national turbulence in outcomes 
in 2016 – following the introduction of the 
reformed national curriculum and revised 
requirements from the Standards and Testing 
Agency and new performance indicators 
– it was recognised in York that teaching 
and learning needed to be approached 
differently to really understand why 
performance in writing was not improving.

This led to the development of a school 
improvement project which involved a 
group of primary schools working together 
with the local authority on a collaborative 
piece of action research.  The aim was to try 
and get to the heart of why primary schools 
in York were struggling to improve their 
outcomes in writing. A PLAN, DO, STUDY, 
ACT approach was agreed upon by the 
participating schools.

Key to the planning process was the 
importance of looking at the experience of 
regional neighbours who had established 
a trend of improvement. These regional 
neighbours included the East Riding of 
Yorkshire, North Lincolnshire and Rotherham. 

An important aspect of the project was to 
ensure that the group was able to put a 
strong research based methodology around 
the work. This meant that advice and support 
from the Huntington Research School was 
essential from the outset.

Phase 1: Context: 

The group discussed where they were in 
terms of writing outcomes, what were their 
key aims and concerns and what would 
success look like.

Phase 2: Exploring the evidence:

Learning from the expertise of neighbouring 
LAs, sharing best practice from York, 
collecting evidence through in - year data 
from schools, making sense of the evidence 
base – what needed to change? 

Phase 3: Implementation and monitoring: 

Acting on the information and evidence 
gathered from other LAs; implementing the 
learning and monitoring the outcomes

This case study is designed to capture and 
share the learning gained from the schools 
involved in the project during 2016-17 to 
add to the evidence base of what has been 
discovered relating to what has worked and 
more importantly to reflect on what has 
been learned about what doesn’t work to 
improve outcomes in writing. This will help 
to inform the further development of the 
work during 2017-18.

Context and rationale
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1 Ever6 pupils recorded in the January census who are known to have been eligible for free school meals since 
May of 6 years previous, as well as those first known to be eligible from the current census.

In York, the percentage of pupils achieving the expected standard (EXS) or above 
in writing at KS2 in 2017 has increased by more than five percentage points from 
2016, bringing York in line with the national figure for 2017 of 76%.  In 2016 York 
fell below the national figure by four percentage points.

The percentage of pupils achieving greater depth (GDS) in writing in 2017 dipped slightly 
from 2016 but remains well above both the national and regional averages.

63% of FSM Ever61 pupils achieved EXS 
or above in writing in 2017 compared to 
49.7% in 2016, an increase of 13 percentage 
points.  23% of SEND pupils achieved EXS or 
above in writing in 2017 compared to 15.6% 
in 2016, an increase of more than seven 
percentage points.  62% of Pupil Premium 
pupils achieved EXS or above in writing in 
2017 compared to 49% in 2016.

Whilst outcomes have improved significantly 
for these groups, they remain below  
national averages. 

Based on the current methodology 
assumptions, progress in writing from  
KS1 to KS2 has improved from -0.1 in 2016  
to +0.1 in 2017.

York’s writing outcomes 
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The cohort of six schools’ writing outcomes:

In 2016: 285 pupils were assessed: 60.4% 
achieved EXS or greater and 18.9% achieved 
GDS. 2017 outcomes show improvements: 
301 pupils across the six schools were 
assessed.  76.4% achieved EXS or greater  
and 19.6% achieved GDS. 

Progress shows a marked improvement  
on 2016 from -3.0 to -0.6 in 2017.   
The schools in the project collectively 
narrowed their Pupil Premium gap in  
writing from -34.4% to -12.8%.
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Improving outcomes in Y6 writing at the end of 2017 was the main objective.  
The action research element was imperative to secure understanding regarding 
what works to create better writers rather than only meet assessment criteria.  
Schools were both invited to be part of the project and self-referred because of 
concerns about outcomes in 2016.

Resources to support the project were 
allocated from centrally retained School 
Improvement funds. The headteachers 
embarking on the project were fully 
committed to seeing change in practice  
that brought about improvements which 
were not only essential but constructive. 
These improvements enabled teachers to 
utilise methodologies and strategies which 
could be used with other year groups  
in school.

The participating headteachers reached 
common agreement on a number of 
non-negotiable elements. This created a 
consistency in teaching to promote progress 
and pupil outcomes.  With hindsight, 
consultation with the Y6 teachers before 
finalising the non-negotiables would have 
been beneficial.  Some staff viewed the 
non-negotiables as being ‘done to’ them.  
The main non-negotiable was gaining 
a consistent and agreed approach to 
modelling writing and redrafting to  
improve a piece of work. 

Evidence from research shows that 
improving children’s writing is dependent on 
improving how the teacher teaches writing. 
The group of headteachers and Y6 staff 
agreed upon a two week writing project. 
Fidelity to the agreed writing process  
would be undertaken with a pre-assessment 
write at the beginning and a subsequent 
post-assessment write at the end.  
Much discussion, challenge and debate was 
held with regard to the modelling process 
itself and answering the question, ‘what is 
meant by modelling?’ 

The project 

The project



It was ultimately decided that over the two 
weeks there would be modelled writing over 
a phased period with the main  
non-negotiables being:

•      A five step modelling process, 10 hours  
of writing overall

•    100% teacher led demonstration of writing 
with no interaction with or from the 
children so that they fully focused on the 
process. The teacher demonstrated and 
explained his or her choices, to challenge, 
engage and motivate pupils in the thought 
process 

•   100% teacher led modelling this time 
asking questions of the pupils so that they 
are stimulated to think actively about the 
teacher’s choices. The teacher also ensured 
he/she asked questions to targeted pupils

•    teacher led modelling: 50% teacher,  
50% pupils with guidance and 
provocations from the teacher  

•    teacher questioning 25%  
/ pupil modelling 75%

•   100% pupil writing. 

The genre, journalistic writing, was agreed.

Additional training was also undertaken on 
KS2 writing expectations and moderation 
delivered by the teaching and learning 
consultant from Rotherham LA.   

The areas covered included:

• The rationale and purpose of moderation

•  Statutory guidelines and guidance 
available, including clarification  
around independent writing

• Using the STA exemplification

•  The importance of standardisation  
and understanding STA guidance

•  Key issues at greater depth  
– evidencing shifts in formality

• Writing a commentary to evidence EXS.

All schools took part in a ‘Big Write’  
day with two authors leading the day. 

They focused on elements such as:

• Author talk

• What is needed in a story? 

• Using self as a resource 

• Four ways to write a story

• The power of three

• Turning true story into fiction

• Opening sentences.  

Other optional aspects of the project 
included visits to ‘Grimm and Co.’ in 
Rotherham to stimulate writing (an 
imaginative space and community that 
supports and inspires young people), and 
‘Seven Stories’ - the National Centre for 
Children’s Books in Newcastle-Upon-Tyne.  
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The evaluation methods for this project have included: participant skills audits, 
participant and pupil questionnaires and semi structured interviews with 
the headteachers and Y6 teachers.  These processes were used to investigate 
attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, feelings, opinions and knowledge. 

Semi-structured interviews were carried 
out with a fairly open framework in mind 
allowing for focused, conversational,  
two-way communication. 

In relation to participants’ skills and 
knowledge at the beginning of the project, 
teachers overall were confident in their 
abilities to teach writing, self–assessing from 
the mid to the higher end of the confidence 
levels.  However, after the completion of the 
project confidence had improved for most 
teachers in these areas: 

•  understanding of expected standards

•  the content and expectations of the 
National Curriculum

•  subject knowledge to address the  
  revised expectations

• redrafting and editing work

• grammar and punctuation. 

The written evaluations and views of the 
teachers through the semi-structured 
interviews were open and candid. The main 
benefits for the majority of teachers being:

•  improvements in the modelling and 
editing process and subsequent change 
in their future practice 

•  the impact the project had on pupils’ 
learning which was now more organised, 
cohesive and structured; pupils improved 
their confidence overall with writing.

How the project could be improved upon in 
the future included:

•  choice of genre for the two week 
modelling writing process

•  ensuring the two week process was 
undertaken earlier in the school year  
for Y6

•  ensuring that the Big Write Day  
provided more opportunities for the 
pupils to write on the day

•  developing a more sophisticated 
approach to pupil voice.

Evaluation,  
findings and the future

Evaluation, findings and the future



Headteacher views were positive and 
constructive.  All the headteachers were 
consistent in their views that the project had 
improved their own personal knowledge, skills 
and understanding of the writing process. 
They felt it had informed future planning 
and pedagogy across all year groups in their 
respective schools. It identified elements of 
practice that they were planning to change in 
their schools as a result of the project.   

The headteachers saw the main benefits  
as being: 

•  learning from others, being honest and  
open with each other from the outset of  
the project 

•  promoting networking and inter-school 
collaboration

•  improved outcomes which were recognised 
to be due to a combination of many aspects

•  having a systematic approach and 
understanding of the writing process 
underpinned by evidence informed research.

The headteachers’ views regarding 
improvements for the future included:

•  more time for teachers to discuss various 
approaches, share ideas and question 
practice

•  ensuring that more time was given to 
understand and use the research evidence 
and STA documentation.

All the headteachers and teachers were in 
agreement that the project would have been 
improved if it had begun earlier in the academic 
year, particularly as the two week modelling 
process happened at a critical time before 
Easter.  An important element of the project 
for teachers was the opportunity to work with 
other teachers on a focused programme of 
professional development.

Pupil views were sought in relation to 
the modelling process and how they saw 
themselves as writers. Responses were varied, 
with pupils expressing what they enjoyed about 
writing. The majority were able to identify what 
they had learned most recently and how they 
could improve their writing in future.

The positive feedback from schools and the 
impact on outcomes confirms the view that 
the project proved beneficial for pupils and 
improved the practice of teachers. Hence, 
when an opportunity arose (June 2017) to 
bid for funding from the DfE Strategic School 
Improvement Fund, a York partnership 
submission was made by Pathfinder Teacher 
School Alliance, Huntington Research School 
and City of York Council to extend and expand 
project activity. 

This successful bid will fund a wider project 
working with 18 schools in 2017-18 and 
another cohort of 18 in 2018-19. It is expected 
that activity flowing from the original project 
will lead to greater progress in writing in further 
cohorts of pupils. It will develop capacity to 
improve writing outcomes in all York schools 
and will be able to contribute to the Yorkshire 
and Humber region priority of improving  
KS2 outcomes.
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Websites – articles, blogs and general information:

Education Endowment Foundation 
www.educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk 

Sutton Trust  
www.suttontrust.com 

Modelling: how, why and what can go wrong: Posted 24 September 2015  
www.classteaching.wordpress.com/2015/09/24/modelling-how-why-and-what-can-go-wrong  

How to use Modelling Successfully in the Classroom:  
Andy Tharby, Secondary English Teacher: Posted TES Professional 29 July 2015  
www.tes.com/news/school-news/breaking-views/how-use-modelling-successfully-classroom 

The Confident Teacher Blog by Alex Quigley  
www.theconfidentteacher.com  

Sharing Writing Modelling and Mastery in Miscellaneous, Teaching and Learning,  
Teaching English by Alex Quigley 19th March 2013  
www.theconfidentteacher.com/2013/03/shared-writing-modelling-mastery/ 

Pedagogy Postcard #6: Modelling: Showing How It’s Done. Posted By Tom Sherrington March 29, 2014 
www.teacherhead.com/2014/03/29/pedagogy-postcard-6-modelling-showing-how-its-done/ 

Websites – downloads:

Teaching Elementary School Students to be Effective Writers: National Center for Education Evaluation 
and Regional Assistance; Institute of Education Sciences; U.S Department of Education. June 2012  
www.ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/17 

Carnegie ’90 Day Cycle’:  
www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources/publications/90-day-cycle-handbook/
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