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Building Bridges in literacy P6-S2 
Draft Case study for Falkirk Council :  ‘Raising attainment 
and achievement in transactional writing’ 
 
 
Context 
 
Key focus 
 
• Raise attainment in pupils’ transactional writing where they have had to 

gather and process evidence from one or more sources 
• Raise confidence of teaching and library staff in delivering strategies that 

will enhance pupils’ attainment in the above 
• Encourage continuity in curricular content in 5-14 English Language 

(Writing) and writing in the context of 5-14 Environmental Studies 
(People and Place)  

• Encourage links between school and home through sharing strategies 
thus empowering parents and carers in supporting homework involving 
effective transactional writing 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



School context and starting point 

Graeme ILC serves an area to the east of Falkirk which represents a range of socio-
economic groupings.  The largest school, St Margaret’s Primary School, is located in an 
affluent suburb of Falkirk.  Laurieston Primary has a mixed catchment and Westquarter, 
Hallglen and Victoria Primary Schools each serve areas marked by a degree of 
disadvantage and deprivation.  The ILC has a long established tradition of working 
together.  In addition to ILC based work on reading, listening and talking, the ILC was the 
focus of a pilot project in 2002 to improve pupils investigative skills in primary schools 
and in S1. This project was led by a seconded secondary librarian.  Graeme High 
Science staff have over the last two years been involved in delivering a science insert 
with P7 pupils in each associated primary school.      An annual residential excursion to 
West Linton for pupils in Primary 7 is run jointly by primary and secondary schools staff. 
 
Although the initial Building Bridges audit has not been carried out, an audit of primary 
schools was conducted by Falkirk Council in term one of the current session to identify 
the extent to which targets were being set by teachers to which pupils were expected to 
aspire.  This information has been used to inform the development of the AifL projects, 
especially projects 1, 2 and 3.  From this audit it is clear that while English Language 
teaching is marked by extensive setting of targets, this is not the case in other areas of 
the curriculum.  The Graeme ILC has recognised an opportunity to extend previous 
moderation work in English Language to look at the effective delivery of Writing in both 5-
14 English Language and 5-14 Society. A Council Scrutiny visit to the English 
Department in GHS established areas for action including primary-secondary continuity 
issues.  Further, the Council’s recent external audit of its key document on transfer of 
pupils from primary to secondary schools (entitled ‘Maintaining the Challenge’)  has 
raised the need for more detailed scrutiny of the way curricular content in S1/2 builds on 
that of P7. 
 
Team and their roles 
A core group was formed comprising of a management representative from each primary 
and secondary school as well as the authority support teacher for the Assessment is for 
Learning programme who was chair of the group.  The role of the group was to oversee 
developments, advise on progress and generally ‘make things happen’ regarding critical 
friendship visits and meetings.  A further 20 class teachers were involved in the action 
research element of the project. 
 
Sources we have drawn from and research methods 
The group agreed to further develop the use of the North Lanarkshire Writing Pack which 
is currently used in all primary schools into S1.  This will be the main resource used by all 
schools.  Also central to the development work are the findings from ‘Inside the Back Box’ 
by Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam.  The formative assessment strategies of sharing criteria 
with pupils and giving effective feedback will be used by all staff.  The core group agreed 
that the North Lanarkshire Writing Pack would be used as a framework for teaching 
functional writing lessons and schools would use existing resources as a stimulus.  Staff 
development in formative assessment will be carried out with all staff as part of existing 
school development work and will be supplemented with further training at the teacher 
network meetings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Vision: Desired outcomes for pupils 
• Pupils have increased sense of purpose, ownership and involvement in their writing 
• Pupils have clearer understanding of relationships between reading for information and 

report writing 
• Pupils gain confidence in selecting appropriate information and processing this in order 

to fulfil the given writing task 
• Pupils gain confidence through being able, in the secondary school, to continue to build 

on prior learning in terms of knowledge and writing skills 
Vision: Desired outcomes for staff 
•  Increased staff confidence in P6-S2 with regard to delivering a range of strategies that 

pupils can use to write effective reports 
• Increased mutual understanding of the processes involved in delivering the above 
• Increased mutual understanding of expected standards in terms of the application of 5-

14 Writing criteria 
• Increased mutual understanding of the curricular content pertaining to Environmental 

Studies (People and Place) and the associated writing skills  
Vision: Desired outcomes for the learning community 
• Improved communication regarding learning and teaching in Writing 

(primary/secondary and across subjects, including liaison with librarian) 
• Continuity of experiences for pupils in terms of methodologies and expectations in 

Writing P6-S2 
• Increased understanding of common issues and possible strategies to address them 
• Greater understanding by parents and carers of classroom methodologies and 

strategies for support at home 
• Promoting continuity and progression in two key areas of 5-14 
 
 
Development (What we did and how we did it) 
A meeting of provisional team was held in February 2004 at which point it was agreed 
that the Graeme ILC would participate in the Building Bridges project.  After discussing 
previous development work within the ILC and the authority it was decided the focus 
would be on transactional writing.  At this time, there were different personnel involved.  
As part of the McCrone agreement, our secondary schools would be implementing a new 
management structure from August 2004 which would have implications for the group 
although we did not know how much of a change this would be.  One of the then current 
members of the English department agreed to carry out an audit of transactional writing 
activities carried out in schools (see appendix 1).  The results identified report writing as 
the main form of transactional writing and that staff would like the North Lanarkshire pack 
continued into secondary school.  These comments were taken on board by the core 
group.  As all primary schools used North Lanarkshire Writing, a set of materials was 
purchased for Graeme High School.  Elements were then copied for all staff in the 
English department and the Geography department.  The English department agreed to 
link existing resources with the North Lanarkshire material. 
 
After the summer break, a new core team had to be formed and updated as there had 
been a number of changes of staff in Graeme High.  This delayed our official launch until 
September. 
 



All staff were invited to attend the launch of the Building Bridges project in September.  
Clair Sharp from L T Scotland attended this event which gave classroom teachers their 
first real insight into the project.  During the meeting, the plans for the networking of 
project staff was outlined and staff were asked for an initial piece of unsupported 
functional writing from pupils which would be used as a baseline.  Staff discussed the 
nature of the project and the term ‘critical friend’ was changed to ‘supportive partnerships’ 
as staff felt this was more appropriate.  However, they still had concerns about visiting 
each others’ classrooms. 
 
An initial round of critical friendship meetings were held to allow staff to introduce 
themselves more informally and for Graeme High English Department staff to see the 
North Lanarkshire resources in action.  It was agreed that these meetings would be held 
after school and would be paid at the current commissioning rate given by Falkirk 
Council. 
 
The Supportive Partnership (Critical Friendship) Meetings 
The initial meetings were scheduled to take place before the schools’ October holiday. 
These meetings were designed to be informal in their nature and provide Graeme High 
English teachers with an opportunity to discuss North Lanarkshire resources and the 
extent to which they were being used in the primaries. It was also deemed appropriate to 
afford colleagues the time to chat informally before observing one another’s lessons in a 
more formal context. 
 
Although there was a generous timescale, of almost a month, within which these initial 
meetings would take place, a major difficulty became apparent almost immediately. An 
acute shortage of supply cover staff throughout the authority, and particularly at Graeme 
High, meant that these meetings were difficult to facilitate. Funds were available, but the 
staff was not. The cover situation in schools would vary on a daily basis, and there were 
a number of cancellations. Indeed, the Principal teacher of English was, on two 
occasions, making her way to the primary school and telephoned Graeme High to 
confirm that sufficient cover had been arranged. It was discovered in both of these 
instances, that the visit would have to be cancelled, as classes could not be covered in 
her own school. This was an authority-wide, if not national, predicament that there was 
no easy solution to. 
 
A few visits did take place despite these organisational difficulties. They gave staff the 
opportunity to discuss the North Lanarkshire materials, with primary colleagues able to 
offer Graeme High staff the benefit of their practical, working knowledge of the pack. It is 
apparent in their evaluative feedback, that most colleagues, who were fortunate to 
experience the benefits of the meetings, deemed the visits a great success and lamented 
the fact that they could not have been more frequent or widespread. It is the intention of 
the group to ensure that these visits become established as a regular contact between 
schools in the Graeme cluster and this is testament to the value of such liaison work 
between primary and secondary colleagues 
 
Development of Lessons 
The development of lessons, from unassisted baseline piece through to completion of the 
final task was carried out over a six week period. This timescale was chosen as a number 
of schools only had one writing lesson per week; this would allow them sufficient time to 
develop fully skills in report writing. 
 



Although the work teachers did with pupils was based upon the methods inherent in 
North Lanarkshire’s Developing Writing Pack, existing resources and stimulus materials 
were used by teachers in their lessons. The process used by teachers followed the 
pattern of formative assessment outlined below: 
 

 Sharing learning outcomes with pupils (the big picture) 
 Identifying success criteria for each lesson. These were shared with pupils. 
 Giving focused feedback based upon success criteria, including any suggestions 

for improvement. 
 
The specific functional writing targets in the North Lanarkshire materials were also used 
by all staff, thus promoting continuity and progression. Indeed, it was interesting to note 
that some secondary staff were able to identify pupils with prior experience of this 
approach who were able to recognise the method as familiar to them from primary 
school: 

‘Those who had already used it were very obvious.’ (Secondary 
English teacher) 
 

Network Meetings 
The Core Group decided that a series of ‘Network Meetings’ of all project staff would be 
held, in order to take forward aspects of the project which needed to be developed. The 
focus for the first of these meetings was a moderation exercise involving staff in 
examining pupils’ baseline pieces and quality assuring teachers’ assessments. It was felt 
that this was a valuable opportunity to liaise with colleagues which would clarify and 
exemplify 5-14 assessment criteria for both English Language Functional Writing and 
Environmental Studies People and Place. 
 
The second of these meetings focused upon formative assessment strategies. All 
schools within the authority are currently involved in whole-school implementation of 
formative assessment strategies. This session was aimed at a wider audience of staff 
from the English department and a working party from one of the primaries who were in 
the process of modifying teaching methods to incorporate more structured use of 
formative assessment techniques.  
 
It was decided that the third meeting would be postponed until after the January Core 
Group meeting, at which time the future development of the project would be considered. 
Further funding had become available and the group was keen to continue the project. 
The meeting is scheduled to take place in February 2005. 
 
Impact of the project 

 On pupils 
 On staff 

 
Pupils 
The schools involved in the project were at various stages in terms of the implementation 
of the North Lanarkshire Writing Pack. This had implications for the extent to which the 
final pieces demonstrated a significant improvement: those schools that were new to the 
approaches of the North Lanarkshire method had more dramatic differences in the two 
pieces than those which had North Lanarkshire writing techniques embedded in their 
practice.  
 
The majority of pupils improved by at least one grade, with some demonstrating 
improvement by two grades or more. It is acknowledged that such improvements may be 
attributed to factors such as the quality of stimulus materials and the extent to which 
pupils embraced the subject matter. Nevertheless, there must be an acceptance that 



such marked improvements can be accredited to the success of the project and the 
impact of the formative assessment techniques on effective learning and teaching. 
 
It will take an extended period of practice before we can analyse demonstrable evidence 
of the benefits of a consistent approach across departments and between schools. 
However, the teachers involved in the project are confident that such practice must be to 
the benefit of pupils, who will complete work in the secondary classroom that allows them 
to recognise and build upon approaches they were used to using in the primary 
classroom: 
 

‘I feel it will benefit them (the pupils) in that they will be able to progress with this 
knowledge, rather than starting high school with a completely different approach’ 
(Primary teacher) 
 

Similarly, pupils’ responses to functional writing tasks across the curriculum in the 
secondary school can only be improved by this sharing of approach.  
 
Pupils themselves were able to offer comments that provided firm evidence of their 
perception of the effectiveness of formative assessment techniques. Some of the 
responses given by pupils when discussing the impact of the project on their work are 
outlined below: 
 

‘I understand the work more’ 
‘I know what to put in my writing’ 
‘I think more positively about my writing’ 

 
Whilst much of the evidence of impact on pupils is anecdotal, it does seem to 
demonstrate the worth of the adoption of these formative assessment techniques. 
Adopting this approach ensured that pupils were clear of what was expected of them and 
of ways to improve their work. It also improved their self-esteem and, in the majority of 
cases, improved their grade.  
 
Staff 
The impact of the project on staff was measured by way of questionnaire and feedback 
disseminated to Core Group members as well as in discussions at Network Meetings. On 
the whole, the feedback varied between schools. This was mainly with regard to 
questions/ feedback relating to the degree to which the project had changed existing 
practices and improved teaching methods. 
 
Four of the primary schools were already using the North Lanarkshire Writing Pack.  As 
formative assessment techniques are built into this approach, the current focus on 
developing formative assessment techniques had little impact in their writing lessons.  
However, staff agreed that this approach is essential for increased improvement and 
attainment in writing and commend this to other teachers. 
 
For the secondary school and one of the primary schools however, using formative 
assessment techniques and the North Lanarkshire Writing Pack was new to them.  The 
feedback offered by these schools was more positive in terms of both pupils’ attainment 
and changes to their current teaching practice.   
 
It is apparent in many of the teachers’ responses that the project has narrowed the focus 
of their teaching.  Teachers recognise that becoming more focused on what they want 
pupils to learn and achieve in each lesson has been a major benefit of their involvement 
in this project.  Although many of them found it difficult at first to change their marking 
habits, they were able to see the benefit of not marking everything and being focused on 
more precise comments.   



 
The moderation exercise which staff participated in was identified by many as having an 
impact on their mutual understanding of expected standards in terms of the application of 
5-14 English Language: Writing criteria.  This also applied to their mutual understanding 
of the curricular content pertaining to Environmental Studies: People and Place and the 
associated writing skills. 
 
By far the most valuable aspect of this project was teachers having the time and 
opportunity to talk to each other about teaching.  They all recognised the benefits of the 
establishment of the supportive partnerships and are keen for this to continue and be 
developed further.   
 
Key focus, questions and vision 
The key focus for the project as identified on page 1 has been achieved.  Appendix 2 
contains three samples of pupils’ work that demonstrate a rise in attainment.  The 
questionnaires provide further evidence of having met the key focus and vision for the 
project.  Appendix 3 contains a copy of the questionnaire given to staff.   
 
Although all the key questions were not answered, future development work will ensure 
that these are overtaken. 
 
What next? 
Managers within the ILC have recognised the value of this project and are committed to 
its further development.  No-one would claim the project was a resounding success, but 
everyone is able to see its potential.  Staff have identified areas for development which 
will be taken forward in the remaining session and will address some of the points 
suggested by staff as being useful.  This will involve the establishment of working groups 
with remits of identifying resources which could be used for modelling in lessons, creation 
of success criteria for report writing in People and Place, the identification of key 
elements of learning in People and Place in P6-S2 to enable the secondary school to 
ensure continuity and progression and the creation of a ‘Literacy across the Curriculum’ 
policy with an emphasis on core skills for Graeme High School. 
 
This further development of the project will provide essential resource materials for 
teachers which complement and supplement the work carried out this session.  By 
summer this year, our ‘bridge’ will be complete and we will have the necessary 
equipment to build more ‘bridges’ in Falkirk. 


