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Teacher’s notes

Stimulating creative writing

The purpose of these materials is to support the new Higher English folio in the area of creative and personal writing. It is hoped that they will:

· provide contexts for students to respond to a variety of stimuli in a range of different genre

· through this variety, allow the opportunity for student choice in the folio submission

· provide for teachers a way of tracking the student’s work from inception to completion.

Some principles

· Successful writing comes out of a writing habit: students write and talk about writing to learn how to write. It is therefore preferable if students write a little, often. The materials encourage students to write every day, even if only for 10 minutes, and to write once a week through a stimulus exercise of about half an hour in length and through regular conferences of about half an hour in length. Drafts and final submissions should arise out of this work.

· Some of the standard means by which we manage creative writing in the classroom are inappropriate for teaching the new Higher. While we may explore, for example, the twist-in-the-tail short story by examining the genre markers and then having every student in the class write their own, this has two major flaws in relation to the requirements of the folio: first, it does not offer the necessary element of choice in what to write and what to submit; second, it does not allow students to explore a range of writing styles, thereby giving them the opportunity to find the style which suits them best to maximise their potential. By having all students in the same class writing the same story, we limit choice and attainment.

· Students are motivated to finish what they are interested in. By offering a range of possible stimuli, every student should find something they want to complete. 

The basic principles behind this approach to creative writing can be found in the article, Wind them up, let them go: the primacy of stimulus in the classroom at http://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/13291/. 

The overview

Each day, students should engage in at least one of the following.

Blogging

Blogs are effective ways of offering opportunities to write reflectively each day. Whether students review a film they have seen or a book they have read, or comment on an issue that has affected them, they have to construct a short piece of writing that expresses their thoughts.

Class blogs are a useful Assessment is for Learning technique; each week, students write a class blog entry that reflects on what they have learned in the previous few days. If desired, this can be done as a paper and pen exercise, with entries being posted on a ‘blog wall’.

Students setting up their own blogs should be reminded about the need for internet security: they should never publish their e-mail address and may wish to disable the comments. Advice on blogs can be found at http://learn.wordpress.com/  

Journaling

Keeping a journal is a classic writer’s tool. This can be a repository for random thoughts, notes on observations, reflections on experiences or on the writing process, or brief warm-up activities. The materials contain a range of brief warm-up exercises that students can dip into; these can be used as 5- or 10-minute exercises to settle classes at the start of lessons, just as private reading is often used, or as self-study exercises.

Stretching exercises

These are brief exercises that ask the students to respond to a very specific stimulus, rather like problem solving. Again, the purpose is to help develop a writing habit. Once more, they can be used as warm ups or as self-study tools.

Stimulus exercises

There are 10 PowerPoint stimulus exercises to be used with classes. They vary in detail and can be used as the teacher sees appropriate. They need not be done in order, can be linked to relevant ongoing work and can be developed in any way. The key is that they are not exercises to be ‘finished’ as a class: they are designed to stimulate interest and motivation, and this engagement will vary from student to student. Support sheets are provided to assist teachers with tracking progress.

Conferencing

If possible, students should experience a workshop or conference on their writing every week. It can take as little as 20 minutes to read a work in progress and receive peer comment. Support sheets are provided to assist teachers with tracking progress.

Support sheets

1.
Overview: a general sheet for teachers and students that describes the type of activity undertaken daily, weekly and monthly.

2.
Conferencing support sheet: a group discussion record detailing formative peer feedback for students.

3.
Stimulus exercise support sheet: for use with the PowerPoint exercises to record students’ evaluation of their efforts.

4.
Submission sheet: to be attached to final draft, which details the development of the piece, outlining the steps that have been taken to produce it that can be documented. This is designed specifically to help teachers ascertain the piece’s authenticity in that students must be able to demonstrate exactly where the piece has come from.

Differentiation

These materials can be and have been used with a variety of students of all ages, from early secondary students to adult learners. They can be adapted to in any way the teacher likes to fit any age or stage. None of the PowerPoint stimulus exercises are intended to last more than one period, and some are considerably less. Since students will respond to each stimulus in their own unique way, none is designed to be more difficult than any other. Of course, 

teachers may choose to support the exercises in any way they deem appropriate, for example with reference to class reading or with further exemplars.  In addition, adaptation for groups at a different stage or of differing ability can easily be achieved by inserting different photographs or adapting tasks to suit.

Extension

It is hoped that these exercises will be the start of developing a writing habit. Useful extensions might include linking two or more stimulus exercises by, for example, taking a character from one stimulus exercise and putting them into the setting suggested by another, or by setting students the task of creating their own stimulus exercise.

Sharing good practice

A blog or users’ group will be set up which will allow teachers to share their experiences. It is hoped that good practice can be shared and new stimulus activities developed.  
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