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Background:  
I am aware that not everyone is confident when it comes to composing and presenting a mentor text, 
so this practical example is intended to be both reassuring and helpful. I wrote this text (see Appendix) 
for inclusion in our Year 5 Information Class Writing Project, and I used the elements of idea 
generation, planning and drafting set out in the project as a guide while writing. I also made running 
notes on the authentic process I went through during the composition. This is an important thing for 
you to do as you write, because when you present your text for discussion you can share with the class 
your own experience, the discoveries you made about yourself as a writer, the problems you 
encountered and the solutions you found (Young & Ferguson 2020, 2021). 
 

Principle(s) in focus: 
● Be a writer-teacher 
● Read, share, think and talk about writing 

 

Aims: 

I spent some time thinking about what I wanted this text to do, both for myself and my audience. My 
feeling was that I wanted to be factually informative about something which interests me and which 
others might find interesting, but to combine this with expressing my own strong personal response to 
the topic and so bring the facts to life for the audience. A combination of teaching, entertaining and 
being reflective. 
 

 
             To Entertain                                                  To Teach                                                 To Reflect 

Taken from the reasons we are moved to write in Real-World Writers (Young & Ferguson 2020) 
 

In practice, this meant writing a hybrid text which could include facts, questions, an anecdote or a short 
memoir, maybe even a joke or two. It is really vital to spend time thinking about what precisely you 
want your text to do for your reader. When you present it, discuss with the children whether they felt 
you were successful in your aims, and encourage them to think hard about their own intentions when 
they write their own information pieces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://writing4pleasure.com/class-writing-projects/
https://www.routledge.com/Real-World-Writers-A-Handbook-for-Teaching-Writing-with-7-11-Year-Olds/Young-Ferguson/p/book/9780367219499
https://www.routledge.com/Writing-for-Pleasure-Theory-Research-and-Practice/Young-Ferguson/p/book/9780367219529
https://writing4pleasure.com/being-a-writer-teacher/
https://writing4pleasure.com/reading-sharing-and-talking-about-writing/
https://www.routledge.com/Real-World-Writers-A-Handbook-for-Teaching-Writing-with-7-11-Year-Olds/Young-Ferguson/p/book/9780367219499
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Description: 
 

I began by using the Question 
Webbing technique (see the mini-
lessons section of the Year 5 
Information Writing Project) as a 
way of bringing together and 
beginning to organise what 
information I had, adding more 
detailed notes under each question. 
Asking questions is an excellent way 
of starting the process of planning. It 
also helps you establish your own 
voice at the outset. I then circled and 
expanded the part of the web which 
I intuitively sensed would be the 
‘diamond’ of the piece - the most 
significant moment - although what this was exactly only became clear while I was actually drafting and 
doing ongoing revision. I followed the advice in one of our mini-lessons to delay deciding on a title till 
the piece was finished, precisely because the meaning was only gradually emerging during the writing. 
 
Being clear about my intentions for the piece meant that the shape or structure of the text began to 
form itself quite quickly: a preview for the audience of what they were going to read about, with myself 
as the writer at the centre, the objective facts and a memoir which would link in to them, and a 
conclusion underlining the whole motivation for writing such a text. Creating headings to introduce 
each paragraph was a typical option I tried but rejected because it didn’t suit the tenor of a piece which 
overlaid facts with a great deal of personal response. The draft was easy to write and I made ongoing 
revisions to it many times as I wrote, which has always been my preferred process. Identifying and 
naming your own writing process (I am a sentence stacker) is always a good way to get children 
thinking and talking about theirs (Young & Ferguson 2020). 
 

Reflection: 
In retrospect, I realise how much the composition was guided and held together by my own voice, 
which enabled me in a natural and unforced way to directly address the reader, show and reflect on my 
feelings, pose questions, be occasionally disrespectful, and speculate about and comment on the 
information. Writing in your own voice is something to talk with your children about. I also realise that I 
have done much more than write a mentor text for others to study and learn something from. We write 
in order to find out what we think, so writing is communicating with yourself as well as with others. This 
was exactly what was happening as I drafted and revised my text. You can discuss this idea too with 
your class. 
 

Finally, what makes it an effective mentor text? 
 

1. It’s not written with the sole and limited purpose of highlighting particular linguistic features or 
use of vocabulary for emulation by the children. 

2. It’s a rich text with an authentic purpose: to inform, entertain and reflect. It is the result of a 
real act of writing, something I was moved to write.  

3. It’s a text which invites me to talk about and share with the children my own insights into the 
processes involved in its composition. Children will draw on what we have shared and talked 
about together when they write their own texts. 

 
 
 

https://writing4pleasure.com/information-yr5/
https://writing4pleasure.com/information-yr5/
https://writing4pleasure.com/information-yr5/
https://www.routledge.com/Real-World-Writers-A-Handbook-for-Teaching-Writing-with-7-11-Year-Olds/Young-Ferguson/p/book/9780367219499
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Appendix: 
 

Face to Face with the Imaginators 
 
I have often wondered about the workmen who lived in 
Medieval times and built the amazing cathedrals we can 
visit all over England. There are so many questions to ask. 
How long did it take to build a cathedral? Who was in 
charge? Was it dangerous work? Were there different jobs 
for different people?  Were they paid? Building a cathedral 
must have been such a huge undertaking, so how many 
workmen were involved? And what is it that makes me 
want to write about them? 
 
Not long ago I found myself in a kind of open metal cage 
which was clanking and rattling slowly up the outside of 
Bell Harry, the central tower of Canterbury Cathedral. 
Higher and higher it went, and then it stopped near the 
top. I got out and began to walk along a balcony which 
went round all sides of the tower. As I came round the first 
corner I had a shock. There I was, face to face with a row of 
life-size statues. Kings and saints, all staring out into the 
distance, some with their features flattened and  smoothed over by centuries of wind and weather, 
others missing noses or fingers, some looking sad, some proud, but all there where they had been put 
five hundred years ago, by the hands of real people. And up there in the close company of these kings 
and saints it was impossible not to think about these real people, who they were and what their lives 
were like. 
 
In every part of the cathedral you can find evidence of its creators. The master masons were the 
brilliantly clever ones who planned, designed and directed the whole project. Ordinary labourers were 
needed to quarry the massive blocks of limestone - cut them out of the hillside - and then take them in 
carts pulled by oxen and load them onto boats to be transported by river to where the cathedral was 
going to be built. The foundations had to be dug, and labourers did that too. Then came the task of 
cutting the stone to the right shape and size so the blocks would fit together. This is where it needed 
skilled workmen who knew how to use the tools. These stone masons, as they were called, had learned 
their skill through serving an apprenticeship which might have lasted as long as seven years, so they 
certainly knew what they were doing. Some of the stones have the mason’s personal mark on them, 
like a kind of signature, but no-one knows for sure why they did this. The next back-breaking job for the 
labourers was winching the stone up with ropes and pulleys, laying the blocks in the right place and 
filling the gaps between each one with mortar. Finally, there were the stone carvers or stone sculptors, 
who used chisels and mallets to carve out all kinds of fantastic faces, figures, devils, birds, animals, 
leaves and flowers and decorate the building with them. Records show that everyone was paid for the 
job they did. Some of the very exceptional carvers were known as’ Imaginators’ and no doubt they 
asked a high price for their very imaginative work! 
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Up in the tower, I thought about the workmen who camped out in tents near their place of work before 
moving on to another job. I know that some stayed around for years, lived in the community and even 
married local girls. However, it’s sad to think that, because it could take sixty or seventy years to build a 
cathedral, many of them knew they wouldn’t live to see it finished. How would they have felt about 
that? Would it have been comforting for them to know that their work would survive for many 
centuries? Or did they see it as just a job and not get attached to it? We can only imagine what the 
answers to these questions might be. 
 
There were other reasons why a workman might not be there at the end of the project. I was given a 
hard hat to wear, but hats weren’t hard in those days, and if you were unlucky enough to be in the 
wrong place when a loose chunk of stone fell from above, that was likely to be the end of your 
contribution to the work. Many must have died from being crushed. The master mason William of Sens, 
while working on repairs to Canterbury Cathedral after a fire, toppled off the scaffolding and was badly 
injured. He died a couple of years later because of his injuries. You can find the place where he fell, just 
in front of the altar. We know that this was the sad fate of not just a few but of many workmen all over 
the country. 
 
Hundreds of ordinary people, day in, day out, did the impossibly hard work of building the buildings 
which so amaze us. I was moved to write about them because we usually don’t spend more than a 
minute trying to imagine or really believe in their real lives. Being up in the tower that day, in the sun 
and wind, within touching distance of the stone figures created by the medieval Imaginators, gave me 
the feeling of being a little closer to all of them who have gone before, whose lives should still matter to 
us because they are a part of our history as human beings, and whose work will be here long after we 
have disappeared. 
 

 


