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Final report - Bringing Writing to Life: Exploring the role of life 
experience in teaching writing 
Mouton College 
This project aimed to examine the role of individual lived experience for teaching 
writing. We trialled a range of methods, including dialogic questioning and tailored 
learning resources such as alternative peer assessment, in both Functional Skills 
and GCSE English lessons. We observed that when we used certain methods that 
encouraged learners to draw on their individual lived experience and existing 
knowledge, their writing improved. 

Summary 
Moulton College is a specialist land-based FE college in the East Midlands offering 
programmes including animal management, equine studies, construction, food and 
drink, sport, business and agriculture. A team of five English teachers took part in the 
project, as well as learning support assistants and the Head of English and maths 
(who also teaches English at the college). 

Through the project, we were hoping to achieve a greater understanding of strategies 
that help FE learners to respond to writing tasks (both descriptive and transactional 
writing). We were particularly curious about strategies that could support learners to 
feel more motivated to write, to be able to generate ideas and to expand on their 
points to improve the quality of their writing. These aspects of writing were of 
particular concern, as our learners reported finding them challenging. 

Rationale 
Analysis of learners' GCSE exam transcripts in June and November 2019 indicated 
that the majority of learners achieve higher marks in the reading section than the 
writing section. English teachers commonly set targets in response to learners' 
written work, both in class and in formative assessments, around particular aspects 
of their writing. Examples include improving the authenticity of their creative writing 
through the use of more vivid descriptions and improving their transactional writing 
by adapting more effectively to the required type of text, intended audience and 
purpose, as indicated in the question. Through attending network meetings, we 
discovered that many colleagues at other colleges report the same finding. A similar 
finding is also true for learners studying Functional Skills English. Learners typically 
require more attempts to pass the writing exam than the reading exam and often 
voice concerns around not knowing what to write, or how to structure their 
responses. This issue inspired our project. 

Approach 
We trialled a range of resources and methods in our English lessons, which all 
foregrounded the belief that an appreciation of individual lived experiences is 
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important when teaching writing. English teachers and learning support assistants 
trialled the following activities: 

• Dialogic questioning, particularly around the planning process during 
transactional writing tasks and when facilitating group analysis of the work of 
their peers. See Appendix 2 for a more detailed explanation. 

• Live modelling, including class questioning to support live modelling. 
• Using excerpts from the book ‘Orangeboy’ by Patrice Lawrence (Lawrence, 

2016) to inspire learners to write creatively, while drawing on their own lived 
experience. (See Appendix 3.) 

• Alternative peer assessment. In order to reduce barriers caused by learners’ 
insecurities about showing their own writing, we asked them to examine the 
work of other learners (not present in the class at the time). We used hand-
written exemplars from a range of sources, including the work of learners 
from a different class at Moulton College this academic year; the work of 
learners from previous years at the college, and exemplars provided by 
Eduqas (the exam board we use for GCSE English). (See Appendix 4.) 

• Regular conversations with learners with a particular focus on getting to know 
the learners’ interests, past experiences and motivators. 

Professional learning: Evidence of changes in teaching, learning and assessment 
practices 
The teachers involved in the project have a renewed understanding of the benefit of 
taking an action research stance to improve the experience for their learners. 
Teachers report that they have found the regular meetings beneficial, as talking to 
colleagues about how learners have responded to the new methods and approaches 
has helped them to understand what they need to do next in the classroom. One of 
the teachers who took part in the project recently moved to teaching in the FE sector, 
after years of teaching in secondary schools. She said: 

“I love this form of CPD. It’s been brilliant and I feel like my thinking 
has shifted from talking about what learners should do, to thinking 
about what they could do, with the right approach”. 

Some of the teachers involved report that, since taking part in the project, they now 
attend regular English Practitioners Network meetings to ensure that they also 
benefit from working collaboratively with colleagues in other organisations. They 
report feeling more receptive to trialling new ideas in the classroom. 

Learning support assistants report that they have a better understanding of methods 
and approaches that they can use to support learners in both English lessons and 
vocational lessons. 

The project findings have useful implications for teaching writing, both in English 
lessons and vocational lessons. The project lead has already delivered some CPD to 
the vocational teachers at the college this year and has plans to deliver more, in light 
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of the project findings, to ensure learners are able to benefit across all areas of their 
study programme. 

Evidence of improved collaboration and changes in organisational practices 
The project has encouraged better collaboration between the English teachers at the 
college. It has been a brilliant talking point in our regular meetings, as the learners 
have been at the forefront of conversations. All teachers involved have enjoyed 
trialling the strategies with their learners and taking time to carefully reflect on their 
influence in the classroom. The project has facilitated more open conversations 
between teachers and learning support assistants about the different ways that we 
support learners and there are plans being put in place to ensure that these continue. 
There is a renewed understanding of the vital nature of collaboration and reflection 
as a team and, as a result, managers are now more conscious of the importance of 
dedicated time each week where teachers can come together. Going forward, this 
has implications for timetabling and scheduling of team meetings, to ensure 
accessibility for all team members.  

Evidence of improvement in learners’ achievements, retention and progression 
Learners were seen to be more engaged in the lessons when hand-written examples 
of learner work were shown. When an example piece was handed out, learners who 
were previously visibly distracted, for example, using their mobile phone, were seen 
to put their phones down without being asked, and started looking at the examples 
and taking part in class discussions. The pieces seemed to support better 
engagement because learners could see that the pieces had been written by 
somebody who was, at some point, ‘just like them’. Learners re-sitting English at 
college often struggle to believe that they can succeed and, therefore, this exposure 
to the work of their peers who had improved their skills, helped them to believe they 
could too. This improvement in their motivation and self-belief was key, as these are 
often two of the greatest barriers to progress that we see in the re-sit classroom.   

Figure 1: One of the hand-written example pieces. The learner was responding to the 
following task: 

‘You have been asked to give a talk to your class about your hobby or special interest 
to try to encourage others to get involved. 

Write what you would say in your talk.’ 

 

 



 

Bringing writing to life: exploring the role of life experience in teaching writing (Moulton College) Page 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Page 6 OTLA Phase 7 (English) 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Bringing writing to life: exploring the role of life experience in teaching writing (Moulton College) Page 7 

In one lesson, a construction student studying Level 1 Maintenance Operations was 
overheard quietly saying to a friend “this feels much easier, doesn’t it?” When the 
teacher asked him if he would mind repeating this out loud and saying a bit more 
about what he meant, he was happy to and added further explanation saying that he 
“liked seeing a full example that didn’t seem too hard to do [himself]”. Seeing a hand-
written response from one of their peers seemed to help things to feel real and 
doable. 

The vast majority of learners were seen to be writing more over time, as the project 
progressed, and the quality of their work improved. 

In their creative writing, learners’ descriptions improved when they wrote about 
something that they could relate to and had personally experienced. (See Appendix 
5.) We found that learners who previously found it challenging to structure their 
creative writing, did better when they were encouraged to write about an experience 
with a very clear, tangible structure in real life, for example, running a race or going 
for a short walk. Learners were seen to do better when they were given a specific 
title, set by the teacher, and a hand-written example piece to evaluate first. Teachers 
reported that it was great to see the different ways that learners took the title and 
made it their own. One teacher was particularly heartened to see how energised and 
enthused learners were in a lesson where she asked them to use the title ‘The Chase’ 
to inspire a piece of creative writing. The teacher chose this title because the class 
had been listening to the audiobook of ‘Orangeboy’ by Patrice Lawrence (Lawrence, 
2016) at the start of every lesson and, in the part they listened to that day, the main 
character and his best friend were being chased as they tried to escape from their 
enemies. The teacher was fascinated to see how well the learners naturally built 
tension and suspense in their own writing, after listening to that part of the story. A 
general observation from teachers involved in the project was that learners did better 
when encouraged to write naturally, rather than being directed to consciously include 
any particular language techniques. When reflecting on Professor Brian Cox’s 1991 
report (1991, cited in Bleiman, 2018) on English teaching in schools, Bleiman (2018) 
says that ‘If English in schools becomes ‘exam English’ or ‘school English’, with no 
real connection to the ‘real English’ or ‘full English’ that can be found in other 
contexts, then students will engage in ways of thinking and writing that will neither 
fulfil any of Cox’s roles for the subject, nor get them the best possible grades in 
exams.’ Our project findings certainly seem to support this notion. Authenticity was a 
key theme underpinning the approaches in our project. Learners made better 
progress when they were supported to make links between English and their lived 
experiences.  

The same finding was true for transactional writing, in GCSE and Functional Skills 
lessons (see Appendix 6). Teachers also noticed that learners seemed more 
generally inquisitive as a result of some of the dialogic questioning. For example, in 
one lesson on transactional writing, the teacher spent some time asking the learners 
questions about a piece written by a learner from a previous year, where they shared 
their views on pets. The questions were designed to encourage critical evaluation of 
the piece, so that the learners would be able to learn from it and use the insights 
they’d gained when they wrote their own piece in the second half of the lesson. The 
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learners all took an active part in the task and were seen to make excellent 
observations about the piece. Afterwards, the teacher asked if anybody had any 
other points they wanted to make or discuss. One learner asked what the teacher 
thought about pets. The task seemed to facilitate an open dialogue where the 
learners felt comfortable to express their opinions and ask questions. The learners 
all then went on to write their own piece, where they confidently expressed their own 
views on pets. Similarly, in a Functional Skills lesson, the teacher reported that, when 
the learner was prompted to use his own experience of eating in a canteen, it really 
helped him to get started and he could think of what to write. 

Learning from this project 
Through the project, we have learned that: 

Learners’ writing improves when they can draw on their own lived experience and, 
therefore, teachers should embrace methods that facilitate this process. 

Learners benefit from seeing hand-written example pieces, written by their peers. 
Learners seem to be even more interested in reading and learning from the piece if 
they perceive the author as similar to them, for example, pieces written by learners 
who had moved from a grade 3 to a grade 4 or above; learners who studied the same 
vocational course as them and learners who studied at the same college as them. 
We noticed that learners were far more interested in looking at examples that were 
hand-written, rather than typed, perhaps because of the added ‘believablilty factor’. 
Our learners often feel insecure about their writing ability, especially if they are not 
confident in the accuracy of their spelling or use of grammar. Seeing the hand-
written examples was powerful because learners could appreciate for themselves 
that there are many others who struggle with similar things, and that writing doesn’t 
have to be perfect to still be brilliant in lots of ways. We would stress how important 
it was for our learners to be given the right time and space to notice the areas for 
improvement, as well as the positives in the example pieces. Example pieces should 
be chosen carefully, to ensure maximum benefit for the learners. 

Learners benefit from planning their writing, particularly transactional writing tasks, 
and they do better when they have taken time to ensure they fully understand and 
appreciate the purpose, audience and type of task required. However, we noticed 
that the majority of learners found it unhelpful for teachers to use the words 
‘purpose, audience and type’, as they were confused by what these terms meant in 
the context of planning writing tasks.  Bleiman (2018) talks about negative 
symptoms of the widespread shift to a very narrow focus on exams in the English 
classroom and states that ‘[o]ne answer to this, for us, has been to try to encourage 
the teachers we meet to step back from the assessment and to encourage their 
students, at the start of the course, to do the same. Just as a Year 7 doesn’t need to 
see a GCSE question, so a GCSE or A Level student doesn’t need to know that 30% of 
a component goes on context, right from day one. Rather, they need to start applying 
contextual knowledge in well-judged ways and learn what it means to do that.’ Our 
learners were able to show excellent understanding and appreciation of the ‘purpose, 
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audience and type’ required, but this was best achieved when teachers asked 
learners to “highlight the important parts of the question”, for example. Teachers 
then asked the learners specific questions, to ensure that they had a thorough 
understanding of the implications of the task in their writing. For example, if learners 
had highlighted the words ‘write a talk’ and ‘to deliver to your class’, the teacher 
might say “I see that you have highlighted the words ‘talk’ and ‘to deliver to your 
class’. How might you start your piece of writing to show you have really thought 
about these things?” Learners’ writing improved when they made highlighting and 
annotating the question a regular part of their planning process and were seen to be 
taking time to draw on their ‘real world’ experiences. 

As teachers, we feel that this project has reminded us how important it is to come 
together regularly to reflect on what we are seeing in the classroom and to share 
effective teaching strategies. We look forward to continuing our journey, working 
collaboratively as we discover more strategies that help our learners.  
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Appendix 1 – The project team 
 

Project Role Name Job Role 

Project Lead Kirsty Powell Teacher of English 

Deputy Lead Tom Redshaw Head of School- Maths and 
English 

Project team Louise Sparrow Teacher of English 

Project team Sarah Shelford Teacher of English 

Project team Nikki Middleton Teacher of English 

Project team Clare Hulme Teacher of English 

Project team Cherry Letts Learning Support Assistant 

Project team Ana Peixoto Learning Support Assistant 

Project team John O’Shea Vice Principal of Curriculum 

Project Mentor Catriona Mowat (ccConsultancy) 

Research Group Lead Bob Read (ccConsultancy) 
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Appendix 2 – Using dialogic questioning to facilitate planning 
When helping learners to plan and respond to transactional writing tasks, teachers 
asked a range of questions designed to ensure that learners had a good appreciation 
of what the task required of them. The example shown below illustrates the process. 

Learners were given the following writing task: 

‘You have been asked to give a talk to your class about your hobby or special interest 
to try to encourage others to get involved. 

Write what you would say in your talk.’ 

• After giving every learner a copy of this task, the teacher first asked them to 
consider and highlight the words that they considered to be the most 
important in the question. 

• Based on the words the learners highlighted, the teacher then asked further 
questions. For example:  

“Based on what the question is asking you to do, what do you think you will 
first need to decide?”  

“I see you have highlighted the word ‘talk’. How will that affect your piece of 
writing? Where do you think it will be most obvious that it’s a talk and not, 
say, a letter?” 

“Well done for highlighting the phrase: ‘to your class’. How might this affect 
the language you are going to use, and the things you might say?” 

“You’ve highlighted ‘to encourage others to get involved’. How do you think 
you will achieve that? What kind of things might you say? Or not say?” 

Teachers tried to ensure that all learners felt confident to respond to these questions 
by using a range of strategies, including online questioning tools that allowed 
learners to respond anonymously using their mobile phones. 

Dialogic questioning was also used to encourage learners to evaluate example 
pieces, written by their peers from other groups at the college. For example, to 
support learners to respond to the task detailed above, we gave every learner a copy 
of the example piece shown below and asked questions such as: 

• Which parts of this make you think it’s a talk? 
• How well has this learner shown that they understand that it’s a talk for their 

class? Why do you think that? (What else could they have done?) 
• Do you think this talk would encourage others to give boxing a try? Why/ why 

not? Would it encourage you to? (Which words, sentences or phrases would 
support what you’re saying?) What else could they have said? 

• What is good about this piece? 
• What would you change about it? (if anything) 
• Do you think this learner is always clear? Why/ why not? 
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Appendix 3 – Creative writing inspired by ‘Orangeboy’ by Patrice 
Lawrence (Lawrence, 2016) 
After listening to a part of the story where the main character and his best friend 
were being chased, one teacher tasked her learners with writing a piece of creative 
writing with the title ‘The Chase’. Learners responded with enthusiasm and enjoyed 
drawing on their own experiences in their piece. The teacher was impressed by the 
different ways in which the learners used the title and the teacher highlighted, in 
particular, how effectively the learners built tension and suspense in their pieces. An 
example written by one of the learners is shown below. Some parts have been 
blanked out to protect the learner’s anonymity. The teacher highlighted (in yellow) 
the parts that she was particularly impressed by, as the learner demonstrated 
excellent understanding of how to use language and structure to engage the reader. 
We use positive marking strategies such as this because they help to motivate our 
learners to write and to be more receptive to feedback. The learner’s planning is also 
shown: 
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Appendix 4 – Using hand-written examples for alternative peer 
assessment 
A key finding from the project was how useful and valuable learners found it to see 
the work of others, especially if they could relate to the authors. Please see below, an 
example of a piece of creative writing and a piece of transactional writing that we 
used with our learners. Both of the pieces were written by learners who also 
attended Moulton College. Appendix 5 and Appendix 6 include examples of the 
pieces that learners produced as a result of interacting with this work. Teachers 
were particularly impressed by the ways in which learners took the prompts and 
made them their own. For example; ‘The Race’ became a race between brothers 
while walking the dog or something less obvious, like a race around the Monopoly 
board (see Appendix 5). 

Creative writing 
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Transactional writing 
The learner in the example shown below was responding to the following task: 

‘Write a lively guide to surviving the teenage years for a school/ college magazine.’ 

An observation made by teachers throughout the project was that learners were 
more able to sustain concentration and wrote longer pieces, of a better quality, when 
they could relate to the stimulus. The example below demonstrates this finding. 
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Appendix 5 – Creative writing using lived experience 
GCSE English learners are required to produce a piece of creative prose writing as 
part of the course. In the exam, our learners are given a choice of four written 
prompts to inspire their writing (examples of these written prompts are shown 
throughout this appendix). Teachers noticed that, for the vast majority of learners, 
their writing improved when they based their piece on something they had 
experienced themselves. The lessons typically involved giving the learners a writing 
prompt (for example: write a piece with the title ‘The Race’) followed by alternative 
peer assessment with dialogic questioning (see Appendix 2 and Appendix 4). The 
learners would then be tasked with thinking of lots of different ways that the title 
could be used. For example: a race at school, a race with a sibling or a less obvious 
interpretation (see examples below). We were struck by how much more effectively 
learners were able to use language and structure to engage their readers when they 
were writing from their own experiences. However, we appreciated that this would 
not necessarily be true for every learner, and we ensured that learners could easily let 
us know if they would rather not base their piece on a lived experience. A minority of 
learners chose to write about something entirely fictional, as this was a better option 
for them. The examples below show excerpts from pieces that our learners 
produced when drawing on their own experiences. The headings show the writing 
prompt they were responding to. 

Write a story which begins ‘I was really looking forward to this...’ 
This learner used language and structure consistently well, as she told a funny story 
about one particularly memorable Christmas day. As can be seen here, the learner’s 
descriptions are original and authentic. The full piece was three pages long, but only 
the first two paragraphs are included here. 
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The Worst Job 
This title inspired one learner to creatively describe the cafe where he worked part-
time. Excerpt shown below. The similes and scathing tone were highlighted as 
particularly impressive for this learner.  
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The Race 
This title was particularly popular with our learners. The examples below 
demonstrate how learners took the title and made it their own. We noticed, in 
particular, how much more effectively learners were able to structure their writing 
when working on this task.  

Example 1 
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Example 2 

 

 

 



 

 

Page 28 OTLA Phase 7 (English) 

 

Example 3 
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Write about a time when you felt annoyed (or another emotion of your choice) 
Many learners could relate to this title. We also encouraged learners to change the 
final word to an emotion of their choice. Example 1 (below) was an excerpt taken 
from a piece written by a learner who described an uncomfortable train journey with 
excellent authenticity. Example 2 (below) was written by a learner who decided to 
write about a time he felt proud. 

Example 1 

 

Example 2 
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The day that changed everything   
Learners interpreted this title in lots of different ways. The excerpt from a learner’s 
piece (shown below) demonstrates how drawing on a particularly emotive and 
memorable event helped her to use language to effectively capture how she was 
feeling. 

Caught! 
We noticed that lots of our learners enjoyed writing about memories of school. Their 
descriptions were vivid and authentic as they drew on their lived experiences of their 
school days. See example below. 
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Appendix 6 – Transactional writing using lived experience 
Teachers noticed that, in both GCSE and Functional Skills lessons, learners’ writing 
improved when they were able to draw on their own life experiences. In particular, 
teachers noticed that learners suffered less ‘writer’s block’ and expanded on their 
points in a more convincing way, shaping their writing to suit the needs of the task. 

The examples below show whole pieces, or excerpts from pieces, that our learners 
produced when drawing on their own experiences. We avoided directing learners to 
use any specific language features, as we found that learners did better when they 
just spent longer thinking about the task and considering what they would really say, 
if they were responding verbally and, as a result, they adapted their language more 
effectively. The headings in pink show the task they were responding to. 

Write a lively guide to surviving the teenage years for a school/ college magazine. 
Example 1 
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Example 2 
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You have been asked to give a talk to your class about your hobby or special interest 
to try to encourage others to get involved. 

Write what you would say in your talk. 
Example 1 
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Example 2 
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