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Tobias Hayden (pictured at conference) 
is a year 4 teacher and writing coach 
at a primary school in Barking and 
Dagenham, east London. Max Watson 
finds out what makes him a class act. 

TOBIAS is passionate about what he 
describes as a “transformational approach”  
to engage pupils in writing for pleasure. 

“Year after year I was becoming 
increasingly weary of the approaches being 
promoted in primary schools, which did not 
speak to my desire to develop children as 
writers, or find a way to give them a voice,”  
he tells Educate. 

That changed a couple of years ago when 
he discovered the work of Young and Ferguson 

and their Writing for Pleasure manifesto 
(writing4pleasure.com). He also took part 
in the University of Sussex’s research project, 
What is it ‘Writing for Pleasure’ teachers do 
that makes the difference? (Young 2019). 

“I had struggled in class with all the 
hitherto existing writing pedagogies, but 
it quickly became clear this was a truly 
transformational approach.” 

Phenomenal variety of ideas 
Tobias introduced the approach into his 
teaching through persuasive letter writing. 
“The variety of ideas was phenomenal,” he 
says. “A plea to the council to abandon a 

new parking scheme and an appeal to a 

little sister to stop disturbing one child’s sleep 
stand out. It also had a noticeable impact on 
the children’s understanding that writing for 
a real audience, and from the heart, can make 
a contribution to the world around them – no 
matter how small.”

He also introduced personal project 
books. “I’ve discovered more about the 
children in my class through their writing 
in just a few weeks than I had learned about 
some in an entire year. As the year develops, 
the children begin to embrace a writerly 
existence, and these books inhabit their homes 
just as much as their school desks.”

Unleashed from a straitjacket approach 
Pupils respond well, showing “a significant 
increase in motivation, ownership, 
independence, confidence, writer-identity, 
enjoyment and satisfaction”. 

Tobias explains: “Unleashed from a 
straitjacketed approach, the children are able 
to take an idea that they truly care about 
and see it through to publication. It’s this 
combination of emotional connection and 
wanting their writing to do well that results 
in children producing texts that are both 
compositionally and transcriptionally of the 
highest standard.”

Don’t just take his word for it. One year 
4 child said: “We don’t have to write what  
the teacher says. It’s actually better if you 
choose, because you know what you’re going 
to write about.” 

Another agrees: “If I never wrote, life 
would be a bit boring. Having loads of 
thoughts but never being able to show them...”

During lockdown, Tobias encouraged his 
class to continue writing. 

“One girl wrote a breathtaking eulogy to 
her father, which would never have happened 
had she not been given the agency to choose 
her own writing topic. It had the added benefit 
of promoting talk and shared composition 
among her family. Writing for Pleasure is a 
community approach in every sense.”

Tobias is a fervent advocate for the wider 
adoption of a Writing for Pleasure pedagogy.

“It would contribute greatly to the 
restoration of the primacy of human 
relationships to the teaching process, repelling 
the feelings of alienation engendered by ‘off 
the shelf ’ writing schemes.”
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