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Improving independent writing and creative thinking through Lesson
Study.

Rebecca Haste
Pakefield Primary School, Lowestoft, Suffolk, United Kingdom

Abstract

Background: The purpose of the study was to improve teaching and learning through
collaborative lesson planning and observation, sharing of ideas and strategies, and
implementation of new initiatives such as "Big Write" and "Talk for Writing."

Aims: The aim of the Lesson Study was to improve the quality of written work and level of
independence of lower ability pupils in Creative Curriculum lessons through promoting
independent thinking and learning, while also providing teachers with opportunities to learn
from each other and implement new strategies in their own classrooms.

Methods: Methods used included giving pupils roles in the lesson, breaking down tasks, using
visual aids, allowing time to think, group work, and listening to pupils' opinions. Case pupils
were observed by other teachers involved in the Lesson Study Network.

Findings: The main findings of the Lesson Study were that pupils who found it difficult to work
independently were able to become more independent when given roles in the group, and
when given time to think and discuss their ideas. They also benefited from visual aids and
success criteria, and the use of the internet for research.

Implications: The findings of the Lesson Study have implications for teaching, learning, and CPD.
It has highlighted the need to break down tasks, use visual aids, and allow more time for
independent thinking. It has also shown the importance of group work and listening to the
opinions of pupils. The insights gained from using Lesson study suggest that it should be more
widely adopted.
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Context

Pakefield Primary School is a county primary school with circa 350 pupils from Nursery to Year 6.
As a result of Suffolk County Council’s reorganisation of Primary and Middle schools, the school now
caters for Upper Key Stage 2 pupils (Years 5 and 6). The school offers modern comforts with a feel of
tradition and strives hard to get the best out of its pupils. Children are all arranged in mixed ability
classes and there are two class groups in each year group. The children remain with their class
teacher for the majority of their time in school.

The observations took place in Creative Curriculum lessons. This creative curriculum is organised
into topics which has a key focus on enquiry with links made to all areas of the curriculum where
appropriate. All key skills, knowledge, speaking and listening are delivered through this approach. ICT
is encouraged and planned through the topic approach. Teachers in a year group are responsible for
the delivery of the curriculum through a topic approach. They plan and prepare in teams for the
delivery of key skills, QCA units and the Literacy and Numeracy framework. Cross curricular links are
made and exploited whenever this is appropriate, although single subject teaching still takes place
where this is most appropriate.

One of the teachers in the cycle has experience of SENCO, one is an experienced primary school
teacher and is also literacy coordinator at her school and | have just started teaching in a primary
school after having spent over 10 years working in middle schools.

Aims of the Lesson Study, Classes and Case Students

During this LS study cycle | was trying to improve the quality of written work that was being
produced by both pupils in Creative Curriculum lessons and the level of independence that they
exhibit in lessons. They are both in the lower ability set for Literacy and cope well with the work in
these lessons. However in the mixed ability Creative Curriculum lessons they both struggle, even
though the work is differentiated. They find it a challenge to extend their ideas and only write the
minimum amount for each task set. Basic grammatical errors are made and the vocabulary they use is
limited. Both pupils lack independent thinking and learning and rely on me heavily for support and
ideas.

Case Study Pupil One is a very articulate boy and expresses himself well orally, but he finds it
difficult to get his ideas down on paper. His spelling and handwriting hold him back (he has quoted
these as being an issue for him) and there is a stumbling block when he puts pen to paper. He is
below average for reading and can struggle when ‘sounding out’ certain words. He gets very
frustrated at not being able to write his thoughts down on paper and is falling behind his peers in
literacy (but not in maths). He finds it difficult to work independently. He has had one to one tuition
and yet still makes basic grammatical mistakes in his work. He relies heavily on me for support before
attempting the work himself.

Case Study Pupil Two can lack independence when working and she tends to rush her work and
believes that quantity is better than quality! She takes on board what she needs to do in order to
improve her writing but because she rushes her work, she can make basic grammatical errors. She
also lacks creativity and | would like to see her extend her ideas and vocabulary.



Staff involved:

e Rebecca Haste -Year 4 teacher - delivering lesson in LS cycle two.
e Sam Barlow -Literacy coordinator and Year 4 teacher

e Karen Hillier - Year 3 teacher observing pupils in LS cycle two.

First research lesson (RL1)

In this first research lesson the focus was on independent thinking. There was little input from
me, which was deliberate, in order to encourage creativity and independence. They also worked in
small groups so as to encourage collaborative thinking. Each pupil had a role in the group so there
was no room for dominance from any pupil within the group (scribe, spokesperson and envoy). They
also had to create scenarios in their groups (an idea taken from Talk for Writing). The focus was on
thinking creatively without having the ‘stumbling block’ of writing their ideas on paper.

In the post lesson discussion it was evident from the teachers observing that there was very little
independent learning happening from both case study pupils. Case Study Pupil Two relied heavily on
others for ideas and she lacked the confidence to express her own thoughts. When she did offer her
ideas, they were very simple and she couldn’t expand her ideas. Case Study Pupil One did not
contribute many ideas to the group and when he did, he preferred to clarify them with others and
again seemed to lack the confidence to be secure in his thoughts.

In the interview the pupils said that they liked to share ideas in the groups. They enjoyed having
different jobs as this enabled them to find out new things. They particularly liked the role of the envoy
as this was something they had never been before and case study pupil two enjoyed being a scribe as
it gave her more time to write. They thought the information sheets were helpful as they enabled
them to find out additional information. They suggested a fact sheet for visitors to do next lesson as
this would give them a chance to do some research on the internet. (This will be done in lesson
three.)

Second research lesson (RL2)

In the second research lesson the focus was again on independent thinking and learning. |
wanted the pupils to identify key features of a travel guide as part of their work on India. As a result of
the post lesson one discussion it was evident that Case Study Pupil One did offer some ideas to his
group but did not listen well to the ideas of the other pupils. So | decided to give him the role of the
scribe in his group, to encourage him to take note of what the other pupils said. Case Study Pupil Two
lacked independence and relied heavily on her group for ideas, so she was given the role of the envoy
in this lesson, so she had to work on her own for at least part of the lesson. In this lesson there was
also very little teaching by the teacher so as to encourage more independent learning. In the post
lesson discussion after Lesson One, it was noted that there was a lot of teacher input and the pupils
relied too heavily on me for ideas.

In the post lesson discussion it was noted that there had been a significant change in Case Study
Pupil One’s attitude. As his role had changed to that of the scribe, he had to listen to the opinions of
the other pupils in his group and he seemed more interested in the work. He did say that he would



have preferred to have been the envoy, as in the last lesson, but he became more independent when
having to listen to and write down the ideas of his peers. He didn’t ask me for help once, which is a
vast improvement on previous lessons. Case Study Two Pupil also responded well to having her role
changed from scribe to envoy. This enabled her to be more independent and it gave her more
confidence within the group. Both pupils enjoyed the lesson but Case Study Two pupil found it
difficult to suggest any improvements to the lesson or be specific about what she enjoyed the most.
She relied on the other pupil for ideas and it was noted by the interviewees that she lacks self-
esteem, which | am aware of. This is probably part of the reason why she lacks independence in her
writing as she is wary of making mistakes.

Third research lesson (RL3)

From the post lesson two interview, Case Study Pupil One had commented how he had enjoyed
putting the subtitles from the travel guide example into order of importance. He also suggested that
the pupils themselves choose which subtitles they include in their own travel guide fact sheet, as it
would have more relevance to them. He would enjoy researching the different aspects of a travel
guide more, if he had more ownership over it. | was particularly impressed how he had suggested this
idea, as it showed not only that he wants to work independently but how he can achieve this. The
focus for this lesson was to do research for the travel fact sheet and to begin to write it up
independently. | introduced the activity by modelling a section of a travel guide and we then
discussed what MUST, SHOULD and COULD be in their own work (success criteria). In the pupil
interviews both pupils had said that having this success criteria had helped them decide what to
include. They both enjoyed using the internet for research as they felt they could gather more
information, than if they had only used a textbook. Case Study One Pupil also found the grid that | had
drawn for them useful, rather than be faced with a blank piece of paper. It helped him focus on the
task. He even said that he would create his own travel guide for homework that night. THIS IS A
SIGNIFICANT DEVELOPMENT FOR THIS PUPIL, AS HE HAS RARELY DONE ANY HOMEWORK FOR ME

It was noted by the observers that the task we were asking them to do was a high level skill (note
taking from the internet and then putting the ideas into their own words). Indeed Case Study One
Pupil did comment how, even though he had thoroughly enjoyed the task, he did find it challenging.
He suggested having a separate piece of paper to jot his ideas down first. As a trio we decided that we
should have given the pupils ONE subtitle to research and pick out key features and use dictionaries
etc to find the meanings of words or phrases. To conclude both pupils were working much more
independently, with Case Study Two Pupil having more confidence to express her ideas and
instigating some suggestions. Case Study One Pupil has also gained more confidence in his ability and
has been more willing to write his ideas down on paper, instead of asking me for help continuously.

Impact on pupil learning and progress

One aspect that | have learnt from Lesson Study is that | do need to break down the tasks much
more and not be in such a rush to get the children to write in their books. Pupils who find it difficult to
put their ideas onto paper will be more able to come up with ideas if they can talk about them first



and not feel the pressure to put pen to paper. | strongly believe that by allowing the children time to
think about their ideas will produce better quality work. By listening to the opinions of the children
they will become more confident when expressing their thoughts, they will feel more valued and take
more responsibility for their own learning. Also by working in groups, pupils who find it difficult to
work independently will be able to gather ideas from others and then adapt them in their own work.
By giving pupils ‘roles’ (e.g. scribe, envoy etc) in the lesson, they will also take ownership of the task
because others in the group are relying on them.

Impact on practice and future teaching

As commented above, | will certainly break down the tasks more that | set the children. In the
first two lessons nothing was written in their Literacy books and emphasis was on group discussions
and class feedback. Much more role play is needed to enable the less able children in particular to
express their ideas and to give them time to think. | now realise how daunting it must be to be faced
with a blank piece of paper and have to ‘start from scratch’ almost. Pupils who find it difficult to put
their ideas onto paper will be more able to come up with ideas if they can talk about them first and
not feel the pressure to put pen to paper. | have also seen how using visual aids have helped
significantly. They were able to imagine how these items could be used on holiday, and this helped in
their own writing as they could visualise what they were writing about. They weren’t faced with the’
barrier’ of having to think of an object themselves, to take with them on holiday.

Impact on departmental and school approaches to teaching, learning and CPD

| will certainly inform my Year 4 colleague about the issues that have been highlighted during this
Lesson Study cycle. In our future planning it is now evident that we need to focus on quality rather
than quantity. Less emphasis needs to be on having to get things written down in their books and
more emphasis needs to be on giving pupils time to think and evaluate their ideas. More group work
is needed as this has actually encouraged the pupils to be more independent and not rely on me for
support. | would also consider asking the children for their opinions as to how lessons could be
improved and listen to their suggestions — as they are the best judges as to how they learn the best!

With regard to the impact that Lesson Study will have on the school, time constraints will have a
deciding factor. It may be that one teacher does the cycle once a year but personally | do not think
that this is enough as | believe that our school would benefit from this scheme. The Lesson Study
could be shortened to two lessons and the planning will have to be done in PPA time. It would
certainly be difficult to administer across year or key stage groups as it would be difficult for two
teachers to work collaboratively if they work in different year groups or key stages. A colleague of
mine in Year 6 did try a ‘mini version’ of Lesson Study a few weeks ago but did find it very time
consuming, even though she did say it was beneficial to her and her Year 6 colleague. | will have a
discussion with the staff and Head teacher and then a decision will be made as to whether we adopt
this scheme.



Personal reflections

Initially | was rather dubious about Lesson Study as | couldn’t see how just three lessons could
have such an impact on the children’s’ learning. However | have been pleasantly surprised! It has
really made me focus on the individual needs of the children and to have it reinforced to me just how
differently children learn, depending on their ability. | was also very apprehensive about two teachers
coming into my lesson, when they didn’t know the class or ethos of the school. | expected it to feel
like a formal observation but it was the complete opposite! | have felt very supported by them. It has
certainly been advantageous to plan the lessons together as if things went wrong, then we were all to
blame!

| have also learnt a lot about various initiatives that have been taught in the other two schools
and have been given lots of ideas to take back to my own classroom. This has been particularly helpful
for me who has only taught in Middle Schools up until this year and have been unfamiliar with some
of the Primary strategies etc. Indeed one of the teachers presented ‘Big Write’ in one of our staff
meetings and we are now going to introduce this in September in our school. This would never have
happened if | hadn’t have participated in Lesson Study!

| was also made aware of ‘Talk for Writing” at the initial Lesson Study meeting, which | have used
in my class, other than in the Lesson Study lessons. It has had a significant impact on one girl in
particular, who really struggles with her writing. We played the ‘Tell Me More; game and her ideas
were the best | have seen from her this year! Her confidence was sky high that lesson!

The levels (APP) for my Case Study pupils have not improved in just three lessons but their
confidence and their level of independence have. With this in mind | believe that Lesson Study has
been successful and has had impact on my teaching and on the pupils’ learning.
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