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CASE STUDY REPORT

Improving standards in writing through developing sentence
structure and punctuation
Cathryn Wicks

This study was originally published in 2009 as part of the 'What Works Well' initiative, part of the National

Strategies for Education in England.

Abstract

Background: The purpose of the study was to improve children's knowledge, understanding and
application of sentence structure and punctuation, and to challenge pupils appropriately to ensure they
make good progress in writing.

Aims: The main aim was to improve children's knowledge, understanding and application of sentence
structure and punctuation, and to challenge pupils appropriately to ensure they make good progress in
writing.

Methods: The participants included the Headteacher, Literacy Leader, teachers, middle leaders, subject
leaders, and local authority staff. They worked together to improve standards in writing, focusing on
sentence structure and punctuation. Methods used to improve writing standards included INSET days,
lesson observations, professional dialogue, moderation of writing, LA training, and use of Pie Corbett's
Storytelling into Writing.

Findings: The main findings are that an enthusiastic and knowledgeable leader, along with a
whole-school approach, improved children's confidence to write, increased their knowledge of sentence
structure and punctuation, and improved teachers' knowledge and pedagogy.

Implications: The findings suggest that a whole-school approach, with knowledgeable staff leading the
project, can have a positive impact on pupil learning, teaching, and school organization and leadership.

This abstract was generated by Camtree using a large language model (LLM) and added to the original report in 2023.
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Introduction
What were your reasons for doing this type of development work?
Improving standards in writing had been identified by Ofsted as an area for development. Our own analysis of
children's writing and of Optional Tests writing tasks identified sentence structure and punctuation as target
areas for improvement. Having focused on sentence structure and punctuation very successfully in my own Year
5 and 6 class, my ideas were shared, used and developed across the whole school and, through the Lead Teacher
programme, with other local schools.

Who might find this case study useful?
•  Middle leader
•  Senior leadership team (SLT)
•  Subject leader
•  Teacher

Description
What specific curriculum area, subject or aspect did you intend to have impact on?

•  English - writing

How did you intend to impact on pupil learning?

•  To improve children's knowledge, understanding and application of sentence structure and
punctuation.
•  To challenge pupils appropriately and to ensure that all pupils make good progress or better in
writing.
•  To improve teachers' knowledge of sentence structure and punctuation, leading to improved
pedagogy.

What were your success criteria?

70% of pupils improve their writing by two or more sub-levels in a year, as measured by teacher assessment
(APP) and end of year results. Comparison of writing before and after shows improved sentence structure for 90%
of pupils.

What information or data did you use to measure progress towards your success criteria?

•  Logs or interviews
•  Observation outcomes
•  Periodic teacher assessment
•  Pupils' work
•  Test results

Describe the CPD approaches you used

The Headteacher and I delivered INSET days on improving standards in writing, including training on APP and
ways to develop sentence structure and punctuation, as well as looking at other ways to improve standards such
as the use of drama and the implementation of Pie Corbett’s Storytelling into Writing. Ideas for different activities
were shared.

We agreed on the standards expected at the end of each year group for different aspects of writing so that
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everyone had clear guidance for exactly what sentence work was to be taught in each year.

Sentence level work became the focus for the Performance Review lesson observations. As Literacy Leader, I
observed sessions of shared and modelled writing with a focus on sentence construction. These lesson
observations were a two-way process and coaching was given.

There was a great deal of professional dialogue about improving standards in writing and how to develop
sentence structure. Opportunities were provided to share good practice. As a staff, we moderated writing across
the school, looking at how it had developed and improved.

Staff from each Key Phase attended LA training on the Renewed Primary Framework for Literacy.

What CPD materials, research or expertise have you drawn on?

Other relevant National Strategies resources:

Who provided you with support?

•  Local authority staff
•  Middle leader
•  Senior management
•  Subject leader

How were you supported?

•  The Headteacher was fully involved and helped to lead the INSET.
•  The whole staff worked together to improve standards.
•  The Project Leader attended LA Lead Teacher meetings.

Impact
What has been the overall impact on pupil learning?

•  Children's confidence to write has increased.
•  Children are motivated to write, because they are more confident about how to do it.
•  Children have a greater knowledge of how to improve their own writing.
•  Children have a clearer understanding and more control over a greater range of sentence structures
and punctuation.

Thoughts you think are relevant to overall impact on learning

The children enjoyed the nature of the intervention sessions and of the starter sentence activities because they
were fun and often game based. All abilities felt confident to challenge themselves and take risks and extend
their own work because they were writing on whiteboards and not committing anything formally to paper.

Quotes you think are relevant to overall impact on learning

'Practising your sentences before a task nearly always makes a difference to your writing.' – Year 6 pupil

'It made me more confident about what to write and how to do it.' – Year 6 pupil

'It really helps to do a lot of sentence practice.' – Year 6 pupil

'Children's much-improved awareness of a variety of sentence structures has had a very positive impact at
sentence, paragraph and whole text level.' – Year 6 teacher
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'The children have been able to use their knowledge of sentence structure to inform their voice as a writer and
are able to show their individuality because they are better able to express themselves in a variety of ways.' –
Year 6 teacher 

Quantitative evidence of impact on pupil learning

•  Periodic teacher assessment
•  Test results

Qualitative evidence of impact on pupil learning

•  Logs or interviews
•  Pupils' work

Describe the evidence of impact on pupil learning

Interviews with children, as part of Literacy Leader monitoring, showed that children across the school felt more
confident to write and that focusing on sentences had helped them with this (see quotes above). APP backed up
teachers' judgements that sentence structure had improved, as almost all children achieved well in this aspect of
writing assessment. The impact on their writing has been noticed in all subjects where writing takes place, as well
as their pride in, for example, getting a semi-colon into their Geography!

NC Tests and Optional Tests in May 2009 showed the following progress in writing for the year:

Out of 176 pupils:

•  8% = no change
•  21% = +1 sub level
•  30% = +2 sub levels
•  27% = +3 sub levels
•  14% = >+3 sub levels.

In addition, through the Lead Teacher Programme, these ideas for improving sentence structure were rolled out
over a very short period of time to two other local schools. At School A, the target group of six Year 6 pupils, five
of whom were Level 2C at Key Stage 1 whilst one was Level 2B, and all of whom were levelled at 3A in December,
all achieved Level 4 in their writing in the Year 6 SATs. In addition, the school's writing scores for achieving Level
4 or above improved by 10%. The Year 6 teacher in School B felt that the impact of the work she had done on
sentence construction as part of the Lead Teacher programme had honed the skills of the Level 4 / 5 writers and
also helped the children working on the edge of Levels 3 and 4 to achieve Level 4.

What has been the impact on teaching?

Teachers are more confident when teaching Literacy because they know how to improve the children's writing
using sentence structure and punctuation. They have lots of ideas for activities. The initiatives have been
cascaded through the school and to other schools. The technical language of sentence structure has become
much more explicit in all age groups and there has been a much stronger focus on the mechanics of sentence
construction. A recent SIP report stated that the INSET training provided for all staff by the Literacy Leader and
Headteacher had had a "very positive impact" on Literacy teaching in the school.
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Quotes you think are relevant to the impact on teaching

'It has completely changed the way I teach Literacy.' – Year 6 teacher from a Lead Teacher Partner School

'I now have more knowledge of how to improve writing and how to develop sentence structure.'– Year 6 teacher
from a Lead Teacher Partner School.

'The emphasis on sentence structure has made me think in more detail about my teaching and has focused my
delivery on how to write rather than what to write.' – Year 5 teacher

Evidence of impact on teaching

•  Evidence from observation and monitoring
•  Evidence from planning
•  Teacher perceptions

Describe the evidence of impact on teaching

Teachers are now much more secure and confident in the delivery of sentence level work. This was evidenced
through recent lesson observations of modelled and shared writing with a focus on sentence construction, which
reprised a similar set of observations twelve months earlier. Close collaboration (within teams and with the
Literacy Leader) for planning and teaching worked very well. Literacy planning shows clearly detailed sentence
activities and foci for whole-class teaching. Whole-staff moderation of writing shows clearly what aspects of
sentence work have been taught and learned. Lesson observations of the Literacy Leader's PGCE student showed
how closely he had taken on her own very good practice within his teaching.

What has been the impact on school organisation and leadership?

The role of the school's Literacy Leader (and Project Leader) has been strengthened and developed, to include
leading whole-school INSET. Her role in this project has helped to further strengthen the school's policy of
distributed leadership and she has been able to impact on all levels of leadership from class level through the
Year 5/6 team and then across the school. A recent SIP report highlighted the "good professional development for
leadership skills" that this work has provided for the Literacy Leader.The Literacy Leader has become a Lead
Teacher with the LA and worked with other local schools to improve standards in writing.There has been a whole
school approach to the improvement of writing which has included TAs attending training sessions alongside
teachers.

Evidence of impact on school organisation and leadership

Success as a LA Lead Teacher for the Literacy Leader.In house INSET was led by the Literacy Leader and not
externally and an increased range of opportunities for staff CPD has been provided.

Summary
What is the crucial thing that made the difference?
An enthusiastic and knowledgeable leader and the whole school working collaboratively to raise standards in
writing.
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What key resources would people who want to learn from your experience need access to?
•  Key colleagues who will lead the project
•  Pie Corbett Storytelling into Writing (Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2), Jumpstart Literacy and Jumpstart
Storytelling
•  APP materials.

What CPD session and resources were particularly useful?
LA training for the Renewed Primary Framework in Literacy.Whole staff INSET on improving standards in writing.

If another individual or school was attempting to replicate this work, where would they
start and what would the essential elements be?

•  A whole-school approach.
•  A knowledgeable member of staff willing to lead the project.

What further developments are you planning to do (or would you like to see others do)?
The school has recently started to implement the Pie Corbett approach to Storytelling and are going to continue
to develop this next year.

Supplementary Materials
This report is accompanied in the library by the following supplementary material:

•  Character Description Planning
•  Sentence Suggestions
•  Action Plan: Improving Sentence Level Work 2008 - 2009
•  Examples of Year 6 children's writing
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About Camtree
Camtree: the Cambridge Teacher Research Exchange is a global platform for close-to-practice research in
education. Based at Hughes Hall, University of Cambridge, Camtree draws on high-quality research from around
the world to support educators to reflect on their practice and carry out inquiries to improve learning in their own
classrooms and organisations. You can find out more about Camtree and its digital library at www.camtree.org.

About 'What Works Well'
This case study was originally published as part of the 'What Works Well' section of the National Strategies for
Education in England. The National Strategies were professional programmes aiming for improvements in the
quality of learning and teaching in schools in England. 'What Works Well' involved teaching practitioners from all
phases and areas of education sharing accounts of real developments which had improved learning and teaching,
and made a difference to pupil progress. 'What Works Well' case studies were designed to support practice
transfer and include sufficient detail and resources to enable others to implement the effective practice
described. They were reviewed by experts prior to publication as 'User Generated Content' (UGC) under a licence
which encouraged reuse and derivative works, but which precluded commercial use.

Licence
This edited version of this case study is published by Camtree as a derivative work of the original under a
Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial Licence (CC-BY-NC 4.0). The structured abstract that
accompanies it was generated by Camtree in 2023 using the OpenAI GPT-3.5-Turbo Large Language Model.
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