"Anyone wanna collab?" Personal writing
projects go online!
By Tobias Hayden & Marcela Vasques
@TobiasHayden@Marcelavb3

Background:
We have worked on several projects before which can be read about at the Writing for
Pleasure Centre hereand here. We are both members of the UKLA’s Teaching Writing
Special Interest Group.
TH:I am a Year 4 teacher and writing coach in a Barking and Dagenham primary school. I
took part in the research project: What is it ‘Writing for Pleasure’ teachers do that makes the
difference?(Young 2019). A summary of this experience was published in English 4-11.
MV:I am an experienced KS1 teacher in the same school. I have a passion for writing,
literature and a great interest in linguistics. I have also submitted other examples of practice to
the Writing for Pleasure Centre hereand h
 ere. I have embraced class-based action research
to help me reflect upon and develop my practice.

Principles in focus:
●
●
●

Build a community of writers
Read, share, think and talk about writing
Pursue personal writing projects

Aims:
●
●
●
●
●

●
●

To strengthen the children’s writer-identities by transferring our existing community
online so that the children continue to view each other as writers.
To nurture the children’s ability to respond to their peers’ ongoing work, and to share
with one another techniques and strategies for managing the writing process.
To develop the children’s desire to write collaboratively.
To support the children’s ability to be in a state of constant composition.
To ensure the regular publication and sharing of the children’s work across a range of
forums (e.g. on a corridor display, during class reading time/writing sessions and with
a partner class within the school).
To evaluate how children experiment with genre through the software.
To continue to promote children’s personal responsibility and agency when writing at
home.
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Description:
This example of practice is a continuation of ‘To be continued…’ writer-teachers connecting
classroomsat the end of which we extended Donald Graves’ (1983) thesis that ‘all children
want to write’ by arguing that a great many of them want to write collaboratively and digitally as
well. We reason that this project could have implications for teachers across the profession
who are looking to promote the affective needsof motivation, volitionand self-regulation
especially in the context of a home-learning environment.
Many teachers and children will be using online classrooms during lockdown. We believe a
school or classroom community where writer-teachers have already been helping nurture their
young writers by interconnecting the Writing for Pleasure principles will be more successful in
creating this culture online. However, that does not mean that the general aims and the
umbrella of principles under which this project sits cannot be instituted in some form remotely.

What did we do?
●

First of all, we created a Google Classroom and encouraged the children to begin
using it as a forum for writing at home. The children were invited to continue their
personal writing projectsonline using the classroom stream, Google Docs and Google
Slides to support them. They embraced this quickly and their desire to write markedly
increased. We were seeing children writing at all hours and frequently together. The
collaborative aspect also seemed to impact on the quality of the writing products we
were seeing.
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●

●

We gave them editing access to a whole class document (see above) which was
designed as a personal project ‘writing register’ (Young & Ferguson 2020) and initially
used in class, but was adapted so the children could keep each other updated on what
projects they were working on at home. They were also able to continue the important
habit of setting writing goals. As Writing for Pleasure teachers, we had embedded this
in our class writing projects and wanted to create the opportunity for it to continue
online. As Koster et al. (2015)make clear, this is by far the most effective instruction
teachers can employ. There were examples of children showing an appreciation of
future audiences by setting distant publishing goals.Moreover,there were frequent
changes made to the product goalscolumn where children would highlight what they
were trying to achieve that day in their writing. For example, one child recognised that
their piece needed more revision, so set themselves the goal of experimenting with
their opening as well as drafting a further fifty words for the rest of their manuscript.
Noticing that the children also needed direct instruction in how to write online, we
began giving them‘3pm tips’ before they left school for the day. Whatever issues that
we noticed cropping up were addressed using these micro-lessons. For instance,
sometimes children didn’t want anyone to
make changes to their work, but they wanted
to hear suggestions about how they could
revise it. So, we showed them how to change
the sharing settings (see below).
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●

We also made copies of the existing class mini-lesson archive available online in order
to support children’s independence. Allowing the children editing access enabled them
to make updates to each one if they thought they had done the mini-lesson well. This
sense of ownership over the archive was designed to motivate the children to use the
advice and guidance contained within it, but also to deepen their role in the
organisation and design of the online class. In the same way that, over the year, the
children had developed the responsibility for organising and cultivating their actual
classroom writing environment, so it was that this ownership could be transferred
online.

Impact:
●

●

●

●

There was a high level of engagement immediately and children were sharing lots of
examples of their home writing with us. Interestingly, it wasn’t until we were working
one day in the computing suite that we caught a glimpse of one child’s account and
realised that she had composed over twenty separate pieces. She had shared only a
fraction of these with us which suggests that the volume of writing in this case was far
greater than we had even imagined.
The variety of pieces was noticeable with children tackling genres which we had
covered this year as class projects. There was also a good deal of hybridising of
different traditional genres. Children were finding a textual home for their idea and had
the time and space to experiment with genre features.
Many projects were worked on collaboratively, often in pairs but sometimes in threes
and fours. We noticed that this led to a keener collective eye for detail leading to
editing changes which might not normally have been picked up being attended to by
the group.
Feedback played an important part in the collaborative writing. We noticed that this led
to a real growth in their development as writers. We had previously modelled this
dialogue between two writer-teachersand as a result we saw ample examples of
children developing their own ability to respond to each other’s ongoing compositions
as well as making suggestions about how to manage the writing process.

Examples of children’s ideas for pieces of writing
How to stay safe on Roblox
(explanation)

The monstrosity of the Iceland
onion rings! (memoir)

Writing a story
(guide/explanation)

Mark Noble through the years
(biography)

The bunny and the flamingo
(short story)

Nigeria
(information)

The Magic Well (short story)

Ghana
(explanation and memoir)

Typing the perfect text
(explanation)

The fabulous dodo (poem)

Cream Puff - (poem about the
loss of a dog)

Jamie Johnson
(short story)
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The day our parrots escaped
(memoir)

The top 8 games you have to play
on Roblox (information)

The perfect piece: how to
handle a hot topic (a guide to
the writing process)

All you need to know to become a
West Ham fan
(guide/explanation)

My pets (information)

Pandora and Rio: our new knitted
friends (memoir)

The football accident
(memoir)
Mr Fox’s fantastic trip of
how writing works
(narrative/explanation)
The memory letters
(short story)

What did the children think?
“Google Classroom and Google Docs are the best platforms I’ve used in my life. If you
are stuck with ideas you can collaborate with others. You also have more time to write,
at home I get plenty of time to develop my ideas.” Bilal, Year 3 child
“I like it because, when we're revising in our books, sometimes it can get really hard to
understand what goes where and what changes we've made, but with this, because we
can remove stuff from the page, and take stuff out, it makes revising a lot easier and
clearer.” Otis, Year 5 child
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Above, one boy initiates a chat with a friend who he is collaborating with on a biography of
their hero, West Ham United captain, Mark Noble. The question, ‘Can you read this please it
came out a bit sticky (sic)’ led to an exchange where they attended to the revision of this
passage. Therefore, this demonstrated that they were both concerned to produce a good
piece of writing. Being able to read along at a distance enabled us to offer feedback and
suggestions, and allowed us, as their writer-teachers, to show them that we cared too.

What else did the children say?
“Normally I don’t collaborate, but now I can do this with a lot of people and see their
taste in writing. It makes it more fun.” Sasha, Year 5 child
“I like it because normally you only have a certain bunch of friends that you play with,
but this helps you connect with the other people in your class.” Ali, Year 5 child
“We can't collaborate in class because of Coronavirus but when we get home we are
not physically touching stuff so we can collaborate using the software.” Gabriella, Year
5 child
“I like it because you can talk to your friends on the stream while you are doing your
writing and you can share what you are working on.” Paul, Year 5 child
“I like it because to me it’s better than writing in the book because I can get more ideas
and it’s easier. I can Google my ideas and get more ideas!” Rio, Year 3 child
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Reflection:
In affording children the
opportunity to pursue their own
writing projects, both in class and
online, we concur with Young &
Ferguson (2021 p.166) who
argue that, ‘they are precisely the
arena where children can
engage in writing as they will do
in the world beyond school and
in their present and future lives.’
Many studies have demonstrated
the affective benefits of children
being able to follow their own
interests when writing as, ‘the
prior knowledge they hold of the
subject helps them to produce
successful texts.’ (Young & Ferguson 2021 p.167) We found this was certainly true in a whole
range of examples where children were drafting quickly and frequently from positions of
strength.
To what extent were children collaborating and were they showing signs of being in a
state of constant composition?
Across the course of one evening three children worked in collaboration on a text called, “
How
to Stay Safe on Roblox’’. They drafted around four-hundred words and organised their ideas
into paragraphs titled: ‘Making Online Friends’, ‘How Not To Get Cyber-bullied’, ‘Getting Robux
Schemes’ and ‘ID Protection’ . The text is full of precise subject-specific word choices, and
contains a level of expert knowledge which was completely alien to us as non-players of the
game. Below is an excerpt:
‘You must be careful when you make
friends. If they are shady, leave the
server by going to the top left, then
click on the silver Roblox icon.
Press leave game and it will show
leave. Finally, resume or reset your
character (which means killing your
player). Leave the game and go back
again.’
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One girl was showing signs of being in a constant state of composition, even alluding to the
fact in one of her own memoirs. In ‘The Monstrosity Of The Iceland Onion Rings’ she wrote:

‘This funny moment could make an excellent memoir! I thought in my head
whilst walking up the stairs.
After thinking about this idea properly, I gathered everyone (except for Dad) for
a meeting in the kitchen. I told them the idea, and it seemed to be a good one.
“Call it the ‘Monstrosity Of The Iceland Onion Rings’.” Sasha suggested.
“Yeah, I could. And note that I will never eat another onion ring ever again.” I
replied. And I never did.
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How did the children respond to each other’s writing and did they share strategies and
techniques?
Crucially, because of the software, we were able to see the different versions of the document
over time, which showed us how children were moving through the writing processes, and how
they had discussed their compositions along the way. Unable to talk their texts into being
(Green et al. 2008) face-to-face, they were chatting them into existence using the conversation
facility contained within the document. They responded with encouragement and
thoughtfulness throughout, and frequently made helpful suggestions in relation to both product
and process.

“I like it because if you want to collaborate with someone, it's easier this way, you can
do it at home, it's easier to change, revise and edit than using a pen. So you can write
more!” Aliyah, Year 3 child
One particular observation was that the children were editing their writing very precisely and
even splitting up responsibility for each element when done in collaboration (e.g. one person
would attend to punctuation, another to spelling etc). In fact, attention to transcriptional
accuracy seemed to be strengthened across the cohort. We agree with Adoniou (2014) who
argues that children’s spelling will improve if they are given ample opportunities to write; clear
instructions on how to proof-read; plenty of opportunities and time to read, and explicit,
balanced spelling instruction. All of these conditions were met in our own classrooms, so we
expected to see children transferring these online.
In our classes we encourage children to invent spellings in the drafting stage when
composition should be their main concern. Most children drafted in a similar way to when they
were writing by hand, and recognised that correcting their spellings as they went along was
detrimental to their flow.
One other note about spelling corrections online is that children must of course still decide
whether the word being suggested is the one they intended to use. But overall, using software
to draft, helped to remove the spelling stigma and freed up the children’s efforts towards
meaning and content.
Were children’s writer identities strengthened during the project?
Many studies have shown that children with strong writer identities are much more inclined to
redraft and revise under their own steam (Grainger et al. 2003). One girl’s writer identity was
clearly strengthened throughout the process. She began sharing with us examples of memoirs
she had written. It was gratifying to see that she began to live the life of a writer by recording
her thoughts and feelings throughout the day in her notebook. Developing the discipline and
habits of a writer, she set aside time each evening to write about something from her collection
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of ideas. One such example was a memoir
about the purchase of a knitted toy from a stall
on her way home from school (see photo). In
each example of her writing there was clear
evidence of significant and multiple revisions.
We agree with Grainger et al. (2003) that it was
the lack of any imposition of writing tasks which
had allowed her writer identity to flourish.
Moreover, it was the experience of being in a
writing workshop which had enabled her, as
Ray (2001 p.5) poetically describes, to practise
doing ‘all the things a writer really does: research, explore, collect, interview, talk, read, stare
off into space, co-author, and yes, prewrite, draft, revise, edit, and publish.’ The impact is
probably best explained in her own words and can be read about here.
How were examples of writing published?
Not only is publishing ‘an intelligent instructional decision since it can increase students’
motivation and their interest in revising and editing’ (Young and Ferguson 2021 p.136), but it
also affords the opportunity to impact on the real world by finding significant audiences. The
lady who knitted the toys had also attended our school as a child and, as a gift, we suggested
giving the writing to her. This is an example of a publishing goal which emerged after the
writing had almost been completed, but
which prompted the writer to return to the
piece to make some further revisions. We
can imagine the lady was quite touched to
have been the subject of one little girl’s
writing endeavours.
We spent some time printing off the
manuscripts in colour and bound them
complete with an acetate front cover to
give them a sturdy and varnished feel.
After all, we wanted them to stand the test
of time and be read: a lot! We hung some
of them in the corridors outside our
classrooms (see picture) for passers by to
peruse, and we exchanged booklets between our classes to be stowed in the class libraries for
use during children’s reading time.
Of course we read aloud the children’s writing for sheer enjoyment; however, one additional
use was found for the writing: we used several examples as discussion pieces during reading
lessons. The children particularly loved this; it really elevated the status of their writing as they
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had never experienced it being discussed in this way. The respect afforded to these writers by
the community was on a par with that given to any ‘real’ published author, and helped cement
the idea in the children’s minds that we are all writers.
What evidence was there of children innovating with genre?
We were astonished by the innovative pieces that the children were able to produce. A child
collaboratively started to write a story using a mixture of English and her home language (see
below), and invited her peers to try to do the same in collaboration with her. In addition to this
piece, the same child continued to show her strong writer identity by writing an information text
about Ghana. However, after responding to feedback from a peer in a partner class, she
illustrated her composition with her own memories of Ghana, thereby giving the text a
personalised view.

This project demonstrates that children do choose to write for pleasure in their free time and
they have plenty to write about. They also
produce a wide variety of texts and innovate
within the mediums made available, producing
recognisable genres as well as demonstrating
an ability to experiment and create hybrid
genres. Taylor & Clarke (in press)found similar
outcomes when evaluating the impact of
children’s volitional reading on their writing
observing that ‘children creatively work
across media, and in doing so the boundaries
of traditional text genres and styles are
redeveloped and redesigned.’
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Taking into consideration the challenges that remote learning has imposed on all involved, in
future, we would like to explore how parents' involvement can support children to become
better writers when writing at home. What is our role as Writing for Pleasure teachers? How
can writing become a joyful and pleasant activity which can involve the whole family?
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