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Background:  
I am a Year 4 teacher in Barking and Dagenham and I recently took part in the research project What is it ‘Writing 
for Pleasure’ teachers do that makes the difference? (Young 2019) 
 

Principle(s) in focus: 
1. Read, share, think and talk about writing 

2. Teach the writing processes 

3. Being a writer-teacher 

4. Treat every child as a writer 
 

Aims: 
In the past, when teaching children how to write, I had been used to modelling a set way to approach a draft and 
expected children to largely imitate what I was demonstrating. There was little or no discussion around why I was 
adopting that approach or how it might be beneficial. However, through my reading of Writing For Pleasure: Theory, 
Research & Practice (Young & Ferguson in press), I discovered that there was extensive research to show that 
children’s success in becoming a writer is inevitably impacted by their ability to successfully self-regulate their own 
writing processes (Schneider 2003). 

I wanted to discover: 

 if giving children a more personalised approach to drafting their pieces of writing would support them in 
developing self-regulation (I know what to do and how to do it!) strategies. 

 if, having already successfully  introduced agency (I have a say!) into our choice of writing topics, extending 
it into the drafting process would reap similar rewards. 

 

Description: 
I decided to start building into my mini-lessons process-related goals, which could be focussed on alongside any 
product goals for the genre we were studying. Having read a blog post from Young & Ferguson (2019) about the 
approach they had taken in their class, I decided to try it out for myself. I had been used to getting children to plan 
their writing in the same way before drafting; normally, by using a box-up grid of some sort. However, what my 
reading revealed to me was that there were actually multiple approaches to drafting that I might not be considering.  

The summary below is taken 
directly from the blog post: 

I knew that giving children high 
levels of agency over their writing 
processes alone is not sufficient to 
ensure they write for pleasure. 
Without direct instruction about 
how to use their agency, children’s 
ability to write for pleasure may 
even be negatively impacted 
(Neimiec & Ryan 2009). Therefore, 
I made sure that I was modelling 
and explaining the purpose of each 
of the different drafting styles 
every time I wrote a live piece of 
writing in front of the children.  

 

 

What approaches might writers take to their drafting? 

1. The Vomiters - The most popular writing process. These children 
like to get their ideas down on paper and spend most of their time 
revising it and getting it ‘reader ready’ through proof reading and 
publishing. 

2. The Paragraph Pilers - The second most popular process. These 
children like to vomit a paragraph, clean it up by revising it and 
editing it before they move on to the next part in their writing. 

3. Sentence Stackers - The least popular process. These are children 
who vomit a sentence and attend to the transcription immediately 
afterwards. 

4. The Planners - These are children who plan the writing to the 
absolute detail before going on to draft. 

5. Discoverers - These children resist planning as much as possible 
and like to see where their writing will take them (with varying 
success). 
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Young and Ferguson (2019) found that a vomit drafting approach was most popular, so this is the one I emphasised 
first. Then, over the course of a ten-session genre (short stories), I modelled all the others. Most of the children 
attempted each approach on the days I modelled it with relatively few sticking rigidly to what they were 
comfortable with. Over time, however, all the children began experimenting with the different approaches. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through my conferencing with the children and closely observing them work, the first thing I noticed was an 
increase in writing volume across the board when we tried the vomit drafting approach. In addition, focussing 
purely on a smoother composition seemed to help aid the children to improve their ability to say what they wanted 
to say. During our class sharing time we all noticed that, as writers, we were finding more of our own voices. The 
writing seemed better somehow; more entertaining; more interesting. Knowing that they could attend to revision 
and editing later perhaps helped in this endeavour.  

I suggested to the children that they could further experiment with the approaches by trying them out some more 
in their personal writing journals. Many of them did so and even started recording at the beginning of each piece of 
writing which approach they were trying. What I also noticed was that children were switching between approaches 
sometimes during the same piece of writing and in the same session. Almost as though, at times, they needed to 
flow and at others they needed to be more precise.  
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Impact: 
I think I must have modelled all the different approaches to the drafting process throughout my teaching career, 
without ever making it explicit what I was really doing or allowing the children to truly experiment with what works 
best for them. The impact of changing my practice as described here has in some ways been incalculable, but what I 
have seen among the children is, as Leung & Hicks (2014) described, a real depth of understanding that could be 
compared to mastery. Their writer identities have developed significantly too through this exploration of the 
practices involved in writing. The children I teach have gained a greater understanding of themselves as writers who 
use the writing processes in their own way depending on their personal and social purposes (Chelsea & Snyders 
2014). 

Improved self-efficacy too? 

I have witnessed their confidence rise over the last few months. Not just because of this one strategy taught in 
isolation of course. Their development is rich because of all the Writing For Pleasure principles being applied in rich 
combination. But, specifically when drafting, I seldom have any issues with any child not being able to produce a 
first draft. My thesis is that this is specifically because they have a range of options available to them and they know 
that they are writing in a low-stakes environment where they don’t have to perform a process that doesn’t work for 
them. Mckeod (1987) argued that having taught the writing processes teachers should avoid setting rigid rules 
about how they should be carried out. With this in mind, I think it is clear that I must now always allow children to 
work with whichever approach garners the best results for them. 

What do children say about the different approaches to drafting? 

‘If your teacher says that you have to do a sentence stacking approach and you’ve got loads of ideas in your head 
then I’m just like, “What if I forget all my ideas while I’m revising?”’ O, Year 4 Child 

‘Normally, I’m a vomiter, but for our biography we are using a paragraph piling approach because the paragraphs 
are smaller.’ A, Year 4 Child 

‘Sometimes I’ll switch to sentence stacking just for one bit I really want to get right…like if there’s a sticky bit I’m 
determined to get that bit right practically… then and there.’ O. Year 4 Child 

Reflection: 
 

How being a writer-teacher can reveal new truths 

What I have discovered about myself as a writer by working in this way is that I, like many of the children, do not 
have a universal approach to drafting a piece of writing. It largely depends on the genre and the audience. For 
instance, if it was a piece I really cared about, I might adopt a planning approach and do a lot of mental rehearsal. If 
the audience had lower status in my mind, then I might do a vomit draft and attend to some minor revisions later. 
Then again when drafting a previous example of practice like this one, I tried a planning approach and struggled. I 
found it much easier to write from an existing model. The possible combinations really are endless. I would not have 
discovered this if I were not engaging with the research around my craft, nor would the children I teach and that is 
surely the point.  

What lessons are there from our own experiences to help support children? 

I think we have to accept that drafting is a complex process which could be argued is constantly in a state of flux 
within compositions and between them. Rigidity is rarely helpful. In some respects, I think children may know 
themselves better as writers than I know myself. However, as they have less experience as writers they may find it 
beneficial to have these processes explained and demonstrated to them explicitly and frequently in order to begin 
mastering their own approaches to the drafting process. From now on, I intend to vary my approach when drafting 
my own texts live with the class, largely because I am a more experienced writer and I can flit between them at will, 
but mainly in response to what my conferences tell me the children might benefit from.  
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What can children teach us? 

Releasing young writers from the straight jacket of a one-size-fits-all approach to drafting, reveals curiosities and 
idiosyncrasies which are lying just beneath the surface of any classroom of young writers.  

‘When I’m doing certain genres I use a different approach. If it’s a brand new one, I prefer a planning approach.’ O, 
Year 4 Child 

‘When there is less information to deal with I prefer paragraph piling or sentence stacking, but when I’m doing a 
longer piece of writing I prefer vomiting or discovering.’ A, Year 4 Child 

As these children’s comments show, their approaches are multi-faceted and sometimes complexly layered. I have 
witnessed a genuine exchange of method and technique among peers and from pupil to writer-teacher, which has 
developed the community and helped engender feelings of trust. Reciprocal dialogue about the craft of writing has 
ensued creating mellifluous pockets of writerly activity in every corner of our hive.  

Treat every child a writer 

Vomit drafting is popular among the children and very useful, but where I see children struggling in their 
paragraphing I might build in a mini-lesson using a planning approach to deliberately emphasise the theme for each 
section of the writing. Using a box-up grid is a useful way of fixing this issue. It should be noted here that not all 
writers benefit from a box-up grid. I have made multiple formats for planning available, again, so children can 
choose the format which works best for them. Although what I am describing here is a more formal and organised 
plan, other forms of pre-writing should not be overlooked; dabbling, doodling, jotting, drawing and playing, 
amongst others, are all types of planning.  

When I see children paying perhaps too much attention to transcription and not focusing on composition, I might 
model a vomit drafting approach and explain that revising and editing can come later. Alternatively, some 
apprentice writers benefit from a sentence stacking or paragraph piling approach because they are not yet ready to 
sustain their draft over a number of writing sessions. This level of flexibility really does allow us to support all writers 
at whatever stage of experience. 
 
‘It makes your ideas run more freely when you get to choose. You forget what you want to say if you have to go back 
and revise and edit.’ O, Year 4 Child 
 
In the process of writing up this example of practice, I found out that when children feel they have control of the 
way they employ the writing processes, they are more likely to achieve and achieve well (Fletcher 2016).  Well that 
chimes with what I have noticed: a sense of achievement and ownership that has extended into the children’s 
writing world both inside and outside the classroom.  
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