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Catherine Toms, English Teacher, Featherstone High School
“If I use reciprocal writing with my year 7s will it improve their writing?”
Stimulus
The stimulus for this research has been our whole school development focus on literacy across the curriculum. In addition writing has traditionally been an area of weakness in our school with students often excelling at speaking and listening tasks (especially at GCSE) but not being able to translate those ideas into coherent and effective and controlled writing. This I felt to be a crucial area of development especially given the reliance on good writing skills to achieve well at secondary school. As it states in the DCSF document “National Strategies – Progression in Writing, “The secondary curriculum and examination system rely on pupils’ ability to generate, design and craft their writing in response to a variety of tasks… writing is a very complex activity and needs to be explicitly planned and taught…” 

In discussion with Carole Verity (Secondary English Consultant at the LB Ealing) we decided that it would be beneficial to take a model of reading called reciprocal reading and translate this model in order to address the writing foci. The idea behind reciprocal reading is that it structures the dialogue between students in a meaningful way so that it contributes to literacy development. Students work collaboratively in small groups to discuss, question and agree effective approaches. We believed that this successful model for reading (developed in the 1980s) could well be equally successful in accelerating progression in writing.
This belief was backed up by the research study “Raising Achievement through group work which concludes, “Studies of this approach (collaborative working) compared its effectiveness in relation to the quality of writing with that of pupils composing their work independently. The effect sizes for all studies were positive and large, suggesting that collaborative arrangements in which pupils help each other with one or more aspects of their writing have a strong positive impact on the quality of their writing.” 
Question
In looking at how to improve writing, the model of reciprocal reading in which students work in groups with a specific role, looked to be effective as it combines two highly effective teaching approaches – peer teaching and group work. 

This is backed up from the DFCS publication, National Strategies, Progression in Writing, “Pupils need to be taught how to become effective writers and effective teaching has four stages:

· linking reading to writing – engagement, models, content and contexts

· modelling – building skills

· joint construction – building, developing and applying skills;

· independent construction – applying, securing and extending skills”

Therefore the idea of reciprocal writing fits perfectly into the “joint construction” aspect of the effective teaching of the skill of writing. This is how I reached the line of enquiry, “If I use reciprocal writing with my year 7s will it improve their writing?”
Strategy
I decided to test reciprocal writing with my year 7 class which all entered FHS with English levels of 4A to 5B. The technique was to be taught as part of the spring term Myths and Legends SOW and therefore the teaching would mainly be around creative writing – writing to explore, imagine and describe – but also included other writing purposes such as writing to persuade. The reciprocal writing technique would fit into the teaching writing sequence which puts forward the following model as an effective method of teaching writing:

1. Establish clear aims

2. Provide a relevant example/model

3. Explore features of text

4. Define conventions

5. Demonstrate how it is written

6. Compose together

7. Scaffold first attempts

8. Independent writing

9. Draw out key learning

The reciprocal writing focus within this sequence fits well with activities 6 and 7 and indeed helps to ensure the engagement of all pupils in the composing together aspect. If this activity is carried out as a whole class activity it can become something only the more confident students engage with but if broken down into smaller groups, the hope was that all pupils would actively engage in this part of the process. 
The four roles I devised were linked to the National Strategy Writing Assessment Foci:
1. The Imaginator

AF1/AF2 Writing imaginatively and thoughtfully
2. The Organiser

AF3/AF4 Good organisation – cohesion within and between paragraphs and across whole text
3. The Constructor

AF5 Variety of sentences for clarity and effect

4. The Editor

AF6/AF7/AF8 Variety of punctuation, accurate spelling; vocabulary for effect
Preparation for roles

Firstly we looked as a class at each Assessment Focus (AF) to ensure they understood what each one meant and to discuss, make notes, look at models for each one e.g. how writers structure their writing to ensure it flows; how writers use a variety of sentence lengths and structures for effect; how writer use a range of punctuation and vocabulary for effect etc.
Secondly we spent some time looking at how each role could/should work, working in groups to come up with suggestions as to how to ensure pupils had a checklist for their role and some suggested questions/points to raise when they were in that role. For instance: THE IMAGINATOR was to lead the planning process and ensure collaborative discussion on ideas for the text; THE ORGANISER had a key list of things such as connectives to ensure ideas were linked across texts and questions to ask to ensure openings and endings were clearly linked; THE CONSTRUCTOR had examples of simple/compound/complex sentences and when and how to use them plus a variety of ways to vary syntax in sentences; lastly THE EDITOR had a dictionary and thesaurus plus examples of punctuation and vocabulary for effect. 
The final step was to look at how best to work in groups and the class came up with a list of ground rules for the group working:
· Ask everyone for their opinion

· Respect other people’s opinion

· Listen carefully to each other

· Do not be rude

· Be prepared to change your mind

· Try to make sure you all agree on what to write
The next step in looking at each genre of writing was to use a variety of myths and legends as stimulus material, then we looked together as a class at the key conventions of particular genres of writing e.g. writing a myth; diary writing; persuasive writing etc. and went through 1 to 5 of the writing sequence (due to time constraints in delivering the SOW the different steps were addressed with varying degrees of thoroughness). 
The class were then divided into groups and given their specific roles. I decided to vary the groups over the teaching period changing aspects such grouping by ability; understanding of characters (levels of confidence etc.). 

For each reciprocal writing task they would be given about 30 minutes to plan and produce a collaborative piece of writing. Generally after this process they would use pupil friendly APP grids to assess how well each AF had been addressed and therefore how well each member of the group had performed their role. They would then have a group discussion and agree w.w.w. and targets for improvement. Again this process, I believe, would have worked better if the groups had remained static and therefore been able to build upon their targets during each reciprocal writing task.
After the reciprocal writing process, all students then had to produce an independent piece of writing with the same purpose and again this work was either self; peer or teacher assessed with targets for improvement.

Outcome

I took base line data of 25 pupils in the class at the start of the spring term regarding their writing levels using the National Strategies Assessing Pupil’s Progress in Writing grid. They were retested using the same grids at the start of the summer term. Below are the levels of progress attained in the class over the one term this research took place.

	Levels of progress
	0
	1
	2

	Number of pupils
	9
	15
	1


Evaluation 
The evidence simply using the raw levelling data does not show significant levels of progress over and above that which I would normally expect. However deeper analysis of improvement in particular Assessment Foci showed that all pupils showed particular improvement in the most important aspects of writing such as varying sentences for effect; organising texts effectively and cohesion of texts. This suggests that discussion of which type of sentences to use for effect, how to control the direction of the text and how to link ideas effectively led to increased awareness of the importance of these features and how to put them into practice. In addition I feel further time concentrating on this approach would show increasing benefits.  
I also feel that more time should have been given before teaching reciprocal writing on more explicit instructions and learning on how to work collaboratively and how to engage in talk which extends their learning – e.g. How to ask “why” questions and how to respond with “because” answers.

Plus in hindsight I feel that maintaining the same groupings may have been more successful so the groups could go through the forming/storming/performing process just the once and therefore hopefully reach more productive levels of performing (writing).
Benefits
Besides progression in writing levels there were a number of other benefits from the reciprocal writing approach. The students clearly enjoyed the process of writing together and in the questionnaire they completed towards the end of the research project, they wrote statements such as “I liked writing this way because we all put in our ideas and we had a good time together”. In addition they stated that they felt very positive about the peer influence idea behind the project stating things such as, “I liked getting ideas from other people in my class”. 
Another highly valuable aspect of the reciprocal writing approach was the added insight for me as their teacher into their level of understanding of the process of writing. By circulating around the groups and listening to their discussions it was clear to me the level of understanding of each Assessment Focus of each pupil. This became an increasing part of my AFL strategies as I could target help more clearly particular pupils and/or on particular AFs. As Hattie states in his research, “Visible Learning”, “Feedback is crucial and feedback from student to teacher has been found as the most useful to progress learning. … group work enables the teacher to hear and see how each student is meeting the learning intentions and is therefore better able to plan the next steps taking into account how far the learning intentions have been met.”
And lastly students seemed better able to see how problem solving is a crucial aspect of effective learning in English. Again in the review questionnaire it was clear from the pupil responses that reciprocal writing was helping them with their problem solving skills saying things such as, “It is easier to ask questions about things I don’t understand in the small group.” And “You understand what you are supposed to be doing better in a group cos you get to discuss things and work out the best way to do things.”

Next Steps / Dissemination
I will be presenting my research and findings in a department meeting and working with colleagues to embed this technique into new and existing Schemes of Work. I will also work with the soon to be appointed literacy co-ordinator within F.H.S. to consider how the research and findings can be applied to the whole school focus on literacy. 
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