Writing with the family: sofa scribbling, duvet drafting &
dinner-time dabbling!
Tobias Hayden
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Background:
As a Writing for Pleasure advocate, if I know that children develop best as writers within a genuine writing
community, then I feel it is also incumbent upon me to explore how best to promote this sense of community
outside of the classroom. After all, we see Reading for Pleasure projects aimed at nurturing family participation in
reading such as My Dad Reads (Biddle 2018).
I had already gained some insight into how, at home, one child crafted a tribute to her father in dialogue with her
mother during a previous project: The meaning of a life: biography writing at home (Hayden & Vasques 2020).
This led me to reflect on the need for our writing community to expand further and to consider my role in
supporting this.

Principles in focus:
●
●
●

Build a community of writers
Read, share, think and talk about writing
Teach the writing processes

Aims:
●
●
●

To strengthen children’s writer identities by allowing them to pass on writerly advice learned in my highly
self-regulating writing classroom to members of their families.
To increase the community’s motivation to write by suggesting social activities which encourage both,
thinking and talking about writing, and sharing ideas and processes.
To discover if families would feel an increased sense of writer identity and better understand their
existing writing practices and habits.

●

To assess if an increase in parental understanding of classroom practices would contribute to a greater
ability and desire to support children to write at home.

Description:
To launch the project, families were sent a letter outlining the aims and criteria for participation (Appendix A).
They were also sent a copy of Young & Kaufman’s (2020) Writing with children at home (Fig. 1) to illustrate the
essence of the project and allay any anxieties they may have about writing together. The project would run for
two weeks with a different project each week to provide some structure, but it was made clear that any writing for
pleasure the participants could do together would be a worthwhile pursuit. The themes were drawn from Power
English: Activities to get everyone writing at home (Fig. 2) (Young & Ferguson 2019).

The schedule was set out as follows:
Week 1: Talk and write about the good old days (memoir writing)
Week 2: Do some ‘dabbling’ while you’re watching the tele (idea generation leading to writing)
To celebrate our writing at the end of the project, I explained that we could create a community anthology of
family writing with examples from parents, siblings, grandparents and any other participants sitting side-by-side.

There was no obligation for the participants to publish anything, but I thought a distant publishing goal might
encourage some writers to think about an audience for their writing which may support motivation.
I knew it would be unrealistic to try and recreate the conditions of our Writing for Pleasure classroom at home, but
I was also aware from my reading that teachers in primary classrooms often use the eight strategies identified by
Peterson (1992) to enrich their ‘communities of learning’.

Based on this adaptation, I decided to try and further modify these strategies to support a community of writers
working at home who had not benefited from any participation in the writing classroom. Some were easier to
recreate than others, and the task was made doubly difficult owing to the fact that I was operating entirely at a
distance from the community. Because of this, I took advantage of the emerging technologies which had come to
the fore during the lockdown and used these to help to try and build a bond between us.

An initial survey (Fig. 4 & Appendix B) based on an adaptation of Young & Ferguson’s Pupil Questionnaire was
sent out to the families of the 29 children in the class.
Do you like writing?

Not at all

A little bit

Quite a lot

I love it

Do you ever just write for
pleasure?

Never

Sometimes

Often

All the time

Do you feel confident about
undertaking these writing
projects?

Not at all

A little bit

Quite

Very

Do you feel confident in general
about supporting your child with
writing-based activities at home?

Not at all

A little bit

Quite

Very

Would you like access to
resources which could help you
to support your child’s writing?

No thanks

Maybe

Okay

Absolutely!

20 individuals responded to the initial survey. There were 10 mums, 3 dads, 4 sisters and 3 brothers. Their
responses are recorded below:

Impact:
Even though the projects had some structure, it was made clear in the launch letter that any writing that
participants wished to undertake would be welcomed. It was also made clear that sharing was optional, so it was
pleasing to see a number of pieces of writing being shared via the school email address, our Google Classroom
and through the children bringing in examples printed out at home. There were nine ideas, that I am aware of,
which were being developed (Fig. 14). Not all of them made it through to publication, but this gives some
indication as to the uptake among the participants.

A selection of writing ideas from the
project:

A memoir about a day out at Billingsgate fish market

A memoir about a family trip to Harry Potter World and the panic of
losing the tickets (published)

A memoir about moving from Ghana to London and getting a first
mobile phone

A biography about a great grandmother born in Italy during the
Second World War (published)

A memoir by two parents about the time their son got a strike at
bowling

A fall-rise narrative about dragons taking over the world told from
the perspective of one of the last surviving humans (published)

A memoir about getting bullied in the first year at secondary
school for wearing out her natural hair

A memoir about a first trip to the seaside (Clacton-on-Sea)

A memoir about forbidden ice cream in a Bangladeshi winter
(published)

Interestingly, one child also provided an insight into the writing processes behind her mum’s piece by bringing in a
fascinating example of a first draft and its revisions giving us a ‘behind-the-scenes’ look at what came before the
published piece (Fig. 15).

Reflection:
Were children’s writer identities strengthened?
As I had hoped would happen, the children were taking the
self-regulation strategies they had been taught in the classroom and sharing them
with family at home; one writer to another. Each morning the children would come
into school and chat away about what they had got up to during the writing time at
home.
Chamberlain (2015) makes a strong case for teachers to show an interest in
children’s writer-identities away from the classroom. If writer development is best
served using a reassuringly consistent writing workshop approach, then
gaining an apprenticeship in such a ‘sympathetic environment’ (Young and
Ferguson 2021) makes it more likely that children will be able to transfer
these strategies to writing outside school, and be more committed to the
writing projects they undertake. So it was in this project. The children
supported their families’ writing efforts lending tips and advice along the way.
In a similar way to that outlined by Cremin (2019) in relation to building
reading communities (Figs. 20 & 21), we participate in early-morning
spontaneous writing talk. We begin every day writing, often working on our
personal writing projects. During this time, we also talk together. This talk is very much Writer-led, Informal, Social
and is stimulated by Projects which tempt. Perhaps WISP is an appropriate acronym: as writing teachers,
community projects of this type are our wisps of smoke signalling to the community that we value their funds of
knowledge and want to invite them into the school context. I think the comments from the children below are rich
evidence that children’s conceptions of themselves as writers were strengthened by the project.

Was there an increase in the community’s motivation to write?
The project produced some lovely pieces of writing, but it also created an opportunity for families to be together
and to write together. This in turn created a space for families to craft writing which they had truly been moved to
write. For example, I was delighted when I received a biography written by three generations of the same family
about one girl’s great-grandmother. It was a true celebration of her life and very touching. They had published it in
English, but had first drafted it in a mixture of English, Italian and Brazilian Portuguese. They showed enormous
commitment to their shared composition and proudly told me how they had spent hours getting it just right.
I think a comment from one of the parents makes clear that the relational impact of the project should not be
underestimated (Fig. 22). Although the parent had initial reservations about their child’s likelihood of participation
(Fig.23), I had confidence that because her child had been developing as a writer in a Writing for Pleasure
classroom, he would have a strong writer identity and sense of volition and would be keen to write with her and
this proved to be true:

Did participants feel an increased sense of their own writer identities and understand their existing
writing practices and habits?
I think that the insights provided by the children and their
families were fascinating. I was only able to scratch the
surface really, but what I enjoyed about the project, and I think
this is really important, is that I learned something about how
families crafted their pieces together, and they in turn learned
something about how their children had developed in
a Writing for Pleasure classroom.
One writer’s confidence demonstrably developed thanks to the
project (Fig. 24). It was clear from her post-project comments
that she had quite a strong reader-identity. However, her
writer-identity was significantly weaker. Brown et al (2011)
found that children with weak writer identities are less likely to
have the volition to write. Perhaps these negative dispositions
continue into adulthood. Interestingly, her daughter had a very strong
writer-identity and was able to guide her mother through the writing
process all the way to publication. She made some very thoughtful
suggestions about revisions to her mother’s first draft (Fig. 15).
Being a great memoirist herself perhaps enabled her to give this
advice from a position of strength; she has since had one of her own
memoirs added to the Writing For Pleasure Centre’s Year 4 Memoir
Genre Booklet.
I have used four of the published pieces in the classroom and in a
variety of different ways. Two pieces were read during our ‘read
aloud’ time. One was used as part of a reading session where the
class responded to it like they would any other text. For example,
they evaluated it, made connections and asked questions. The other
piece was used as a mentor text during a writing mini-lesson. I used
it to exemplify ‘how to jump forward in time’. I like to imagine that the
children of those four parents reported this back to them and I do not see how this can have done anything other
than strengthen their own conceptions of themselves as writers.
Was there an increase in parental understanding of classroom practices and did this contribute to a
greater ability to support children to write at home?

I think there was some improvement in the understanding of our
classroom practices, and more confidence in supporting children’s
writing at home. This is certainly suggested in two responses to
the survey shared above.
I supported parents by providing ‘tea-time tips’ emails and gave
them access to our class mini-lesson cards. These are cards we
make as a class after I teach them a mini-lesson about writing.
The children can then access these anytime they need them. As a
class, we decided which mini-lessons would be best to use at
home. I then photocopied them and the children
took them home to use with their families. Several
children reported that the mini-lessons had been
extremely useful, particularly when attending to
revision. Fig. 28 shows you an example of one of
the cards.

Finally, I have included in the appendices the letter to participants, the two surveys, and an overview of the
‘tea-time tips’ for anyone who might like to replicate this project for themselves.
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Appendix A - Launch Letter

Dear parents and carers,
If you remember back to this time last year, you supported me to help develop our class reading provision by generously
sponsoring my Run for Reading to buy some new books for our class library. This really helped a great deal in developing the
children’s Reading for Pleasure.
Why am I writing to you?
This year I require your help in a slightly different way. What would happen if we start trying to write together? How could it help
bring us together? I’d like to explore this idea, and encourage all of us to see writing as a pleasurable activity we can do at home.
Additionally, I hope to develop our sense of community, particularly at this challenging time, and want as many participants as
possible: parents, carers, children, siblings, grandparents, aunts, uncles. You name it, anyone at home can join in. You could do it
face-to-face, or if the circumstances don’t allow it, over the phone, Zoom, Skype etc.
What do I need to do?
I have attached a small questionnaire to find out about your attitudes to writing at home before we start the project. It would be
very helpful if you could fill this out and get it back to me. I’ve included a supporting document called Writing with children at home
to give you some tips, and I’ve set up a schedule of writing weeks below:
Week 1: 30.11.20

Talk and write about the good old days - Use this idea generation
technique and get talking about your favourite family memories. You can
then write them up as an anthology of memoirs that you can keep forever.

Week 2: 7.12.20

Do some ‘dabbling’ while you’re watching the tele - While you’re
watching the tele, you can be doodling anything that comes to mind. After a
while, you’ll have enough to begin to pick your favourite doodles and turn
them into a piece of writing. When you’re done, think about who you might
like to share this writing with.

There is no obligation to join in with this schedule. However, each Monday I will be launching the week’s writing with a 6pm Zoom
call (maximum 10 minutes) which you will all be invited to. We will say hello, remind ourselves what the project is, and share a few
initial ideas. Then we will get talking, writing and sharing.
What if I think I need support?
●
●
●

Each day, I will send out a 6pm message with a piece of writing advice; a ‘tea-time tip’ that you can try out in your writing.
Each Friday, I will encourage you to have a publishing party where you can get together in your house and share, or
perform what you have produced.
If you prefer to write in a language you are more confident in then please do so. It may be that you write in a blend of
another language and English.

What will happen to our writing?
By the end of the project, I hope you will have written at least one piece that you will be happy to share with me so that I can create
a class anthology of our community writing to remember this project, and to celebrate our efforts. In the meantime however, if you
wanted to share something with me straight away you could:
●
●

Type it up, or even quicker, just take a photo of it and send it to the Year 5 email address;
Type it up and share it via your child’s Google Classroom.

●

If you don’t want to share your writing, but just want to send me a photo of you and your family having a great time writing
together, then that would be fantastic too.

What will happen after the project?
At the end of the project I will send out a small questionnaire. If you have any questions, I can be contacted through the above
email address, or in person at the end of each school day.
Warmest regards and happy writing!
Mr Hayden

Appendix B - Survey Example (before the project)
Do you like writing?

Not at all

A little bit

Quite a lot

I love it

Do you ever just write for
pleasure?

Never

Sometimes

Often

All the time

Do you feel confident about
undertaking these writing
projects?

Not at all

A little bit

Quite

Very

Do you feel confident in general
about supporting your child with
writing-based activities at home?

Not at all

A little bit

Quite

Very

Would you like access to
resources which could help you
to support your child’s writing?

No thanks

Maybe

Okay

Absolutely!

Appendix C - Survey Example (after the project)
The questions in the questionnaire below were sent to participants and were designed to examine the following
affective domains: writer enjoyment, self-efficacy, satisfaction and writer-identity (adapted from Young & Ferguson,
2019).
How do you feel
about writing now?

I still don’t like
it

I like it a little
bit more

I like it quite a
lot more

I absolutely love it

Do you intend to write
for pleasure more in
future either on your
own or with your
family?

No

Sometimes

Often

A lot more

As a result of having
taken part in this
project, do you feel
more confident in
general about
supporting your child
with writing-based
activities at home?

No

A little bit more
confident

Quite a bit
more confident

Much more confident

Did you think ‘I can do
this’ when you were
writing?

Never

Sometimes

Often

All the time

When you shared your

No

A little bit

Quite a lot

They loved it

writing did your
audience like it?

Did you feel proud of
what you had written?

No

A little proud

Quite proud

Super proud

Did you feel happy
when you were
writing?

No

A little bit
happy

Quite happy

Yes, really happy

Did you feel like a real
writer?

No

A little bit

Quite a lot

Yes, absolutely

When you knew it
was going to be
writing time together
with the family, what
went through your
mind?

Please leave a comment:

Please feel free to share any other thoughts about the project here:

Appendix D - Micro-lesson schedule example (these were flexible taking into account the writing community’s
needs). The message examples below were delivered from Tuesday to Friday by Ping (a messaging app) at around the
same time everyday (6pm).
Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Week 1 Talk and
write
about the
good old
days

● Zoom call
● Launch the
project
● Listen to
writers’ needs
● Share my own
example
● Start writing!

Drafting - Don’t know what
to write next? Read it to
someone else in the family
and get them to ask you
questions. They may be
hungry to hear more about
certain bits you’ve written.
See if you can fill their
‘rumbling reading tummy!’

Revising - You’ve
said what you want
to say, now it’s time
to work on how you
want to say it. Read
your bits of writing
through together.
Talk about it and
make some
changes. Feel free
to use the
mini-lesson archive
to help you.

Editing - Use
C.U.P.S. Your
child should be
able to help you
here. They are
the experts. Get
it ‘reader ready’
and check for
Capitals, Use of
words,
Punctuation and
Spelling.

Publishing - It’s time to party. Yay! Celebrate all
your hard work this weekend by getting together to
share/perform your writing. Top tip: this always
works best if you’ve got some food treats too!

Week 2 Do some
‘dabbling’
while
you’re
watching
the tele

● Zoom call
● Launch the
project
● Listen to
writers’ needs
● Share my own
example
● Start dabbling!

Drafting - How do you turn a
dabble into a piece of
writing? While you were
watching TV you may have
drawn some of the things
you saw which struck you,
or noted down some
language you heard. Circle
your favourite bits and
spend 10 minutes writing
something.

Revising - You’ve
said what you want
to say, now it’s time
to work on how you
want to say it. Read
your bits of writing
through together.
Talk about it and
make some
changes.

Editing - Use
C.U.P.S. Your
child should be
able to help you
here. They are
the experts. Get
it ‘reader ready’
and check for
Capitals, Use of
words,
Punctuation and
Spelling.

Publishing - It’s time to party. Yay! Celebrate all
your hard work this week by getting together to
share/perform your writing. Top tip: this always
works best if you’ve got some food treats too!

